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This Lovely Dream 


by unmitigatedshoelace 


Summary 


Notes 


"Who knew, amongst the many things he noticed, what truly touched the heart of this 
young man? And one of those things being that he just might have been an alchemist who 
happened to be human. Unless he wished to turn that equation the other way around..." 


What does it mean to enjoy life? Like, really enjoy life, with no regrets? Well, being stuck 
in a house for reasons unlike others doesn't really help Chery in finding the answer. But 
maybe stepping out, starting with a friend, would lead her to it... and to someone else 
looking for his own answers. A little tumble into a world with its own scares and secrets... 
is that all it would take? Who knows? This is the City of Freedom, after all. 


Note: This explores a slight twist on Albedo's backstory from the events in-game. 


Hello, so this is my first work on this site and first fanfic of Genshin Impact. I've altered 
certain events in the game plotline to fit in the story, and there are also elements of an 


alternate reality progression of the plotline. That is, I've incorporated both in-game lore as 
well as several headcannons. 

All characters save for a few of my original characters belong to Mihoyo, and I've also 
included a few in-game character voicelines 

In short, I love writing, I love this game and the characters in it, and I wanted to share 
whatever the heck this is. And hopefully, you'll have fun reading it :) (If you don't prefer or 
dislike OC related content, pls ignore this) 

(ps: feel free to leave a kudos if you liked it. Plus, the girl on my pfp is my oc) 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


One - Spring 


Noelle wasn’t quite sure what she was in for. To serve, yes, she was sure of that. But the person 
who was to receive her service was what intrigued her. 


To be honest, that day when she’d been called to the Acting Grandmaster’s office, she’d 
immediately dropped her broom (only to pick it up and restore it in its proper place), bursting with 
the certainty that today for sure would be the day she was made an official Knight. But, 


A noblewoman, Master Jean had told her. One of her acquaintances, too, to whom she’d 
exclusively recommended Noelle. Alright, maybe not a Knight today, but Master Jean had assured 
her that this would count as training experience. 


About her new employers, she didn’t know much. Only that they’d wanted a girl, most 
preferably in her teens, who was capable of combat and could be a good companion for another 
girl. Plus, Noelle could do laundry, cooking and cleaning, too! Everything was sure to go smoothly 
if she served as efficiently as she did at the Knights of Favonius headquarters. 


Thus, she loaded her mind with positivity as she approached her destination, suitcase in hand. 


There were already two maids in the house; pleasant, yet the kind of young women she’d come 
to associate with rounds of gossip typical of a maid, even at the Knights’. But she didn’t mind, of 
course, as long as they were hardworking. That was one of the pillars that guided her in her duties, 
after all. 


‘The lady was awaiting your arrival’, said the one who introduced herself as Maria- a young 
woman with a cheery face- as she was led down the long corridors. The place was as grand as the 
Knights’, but it didn’t quite have much of the brightness she was so used to seeing. Probably 
because it was only the duke and his daughter residing here. The walls were rather bare, with only 
a few antique paintings embellishing them, as if the house didn’t bear much of a personal trace of 
its residents. Well, if they needed any tidying up, she certainly would be more than willing to lend 
a hand. 


As they continued down the halls, faint piano notes, sweet and cheerful, drifted into Noelle’s 
ears, and the house didn’t seem so lifeless anymore. She almost felt a light jig in her feet to the 
lovely tune, like the times her feet would move unconsciously to the melodies Barbara would sing 
during breaktime. 


The song was at its climax as Maria opened the double doors to the foyer, and then it abruptly 
stopped... so hastily abrupt, like a thief who had been caught red-handed. Towards the far-left end 
of the foyer, near the tall, arched windows, was the piano that had emanated that lovely music. 
And there was the young lady she was going to serve, now gracefully standing up from the piano 
bench to face them. 


The stark white of her dress was a striking contrast against the blackness of the piano, but the 
first thing that Noelle noticed about the lady herself was her eyes. Large and a most vibrant 


emerald hue that captured Noelle’s attention even with the distance between them. 


Her posture was perfect, but her fingers laced themselves in and out on her front. Her hands 
would even stray to the left side of her face, tucking her curtain of dark brown hair behind her ear. 
Odd, it was Noelle who should’ ve been nervous... no matter! She decided she would do her best in 
dispelling the lady’s agitation. 


‘Well then, I'll take my leave’, and Maria retired from the room. Now was the time for Noelle 
to make her best first impression. 


As she had practiced a thousand times, she placed her suitcase beside her, hitched up the sides 
of her skirt, and dropped as elegantly as possible into one of her customary curtseys. 


‘Good afternoon, milady. My name is Noelle, and I would like to serve you from today 
onwards. Should there be anything you require from me, anything at all, please, do not hesitate to 
let me know’. 


When she finally looked back up from the floor, she found the girl looking a little startled, 
perhaps at her long first introduction. Oh dear, she hoped she hadn’t overdone it. But in no time, 
she was rewarded with a most ginger, yet genuine smile from her... although only half of it could 
be seen. Her long hair totally obscured the right side of her face, and she still made no move to 
push it back. 


‘Hello, Noelle’, she finally spoke. ‘Nice to meet you’. 


‘Noelle, hurry up!’ 


At the sound of her lady’s voice, Noelle quickened her pace, neatly adjusting her headband on 
the way. ‘Coming, milady. I’m sorry for the delay’. 


When she stepped out the doors of the mansion, the lady was already waiting for her outside 
with a vacant gaze at the sky and her hands laced behind her back. She smiled as she then focused 
on Noelle, and Noelle couldn’t help but be aware of the blemish on her fair face, which was 
especially noticeable when she smiled. 


She was wearing a short, fluffy dress, much like the one she’d worn on the first day they’d met, 
with pure white lace gloves covering her hands. Her cute outfit paired with the defect marring her 
face reminded Noelle of a cracked porcelain doll... but she was immediately ashamed at herself for 
getting such an idea. She decided to trust me that day, when she showed me, she thought. And she 
could never break that trust. 


‘Don’t apologize, silly’, said the lady. Then, with a sigh, ‘And you’re still not going to stop 
calling me milady even out here, are you?’ 


Noelle was horrified at the idea. “Oh no, milady. I must uphold your title, especially out in 
public’. 


For a moment, she said nothing except quietly mouthing the words in public. ‘Oh well, couldn’t 
change it then, definitely can’t change it now’. Noelle knew she was talking about her persistent 
formality, and smiled to herself. 


The two of them bid goodbye to Maria and Rosie, and started on their excursion. It was a most 
pleasant day for a stroll, and a light spring breeze lifted their hair off their backs as they walked, 


chatting about the most random things. The lady did most of the talking, as usual, but Noelle 
always liked listening to her. She didn’t think she’d have imagined such an amiable atmosphere 
back then, a little over a month ago, recalling the lone sound of their heels clacking on the mansion 
floors as they’d made their way out of the foyer. 


They’d gone out on behalf of the lady’s invitation: ‘Would you like to join me for tea?’ 


Noelle had kept herself a few steps behind her... but it wasn’t her fault entirely for the gap 
between the two. Curiously, the girl made a conscious attempt to keep her new companion away 
from her direct side, although Noelle had dismissed it as an effort to lead the way for her. 
However, even stranger was the fact that at every turn they took, she simply wouldn’t allow herself 
to slip to the left of Noelle, and her hands were still a nervous mess reaching up to rearrange her 
flowing hair. She was obviously... avoiding something. 


Even though Noelle had to admit to herself that she was slightly unnerved by these little signs, 
she’d already made up her mind to keep her judgements until after she’d gotten to speak more than 
a few words with her new employer. 


And so they’d found themselves out in the back garden, having tea at a small, round garden 
table. Even as she sipped her tea, Noelle could not get enough of her surroundings. She was 
thoroughly charmed by the lovely little stretch of garden, maintained nicely and radiating a cheer 
quite in contrast to the rest of the house. White wooden arches with lush vines running along them, 
a dainty swing in one corner, and flower beds lined daintily under the house’s windows and along 
the foot of the walls, sprouting bushels of March blossoms of all colours. 


And she could tell by how the lady’s green gaze was trained on the scenery, that she too, 
enjoyed her garden very much. 


There were other things that she enjoyed, that Noelle had come to learn over the past month. In 
addition to her elegant strumming of both piano and violin, the brief glimpses of her ballet lessons 
were a delight to watch. She had an entire spare room dedicated to shelves of books, some her own 
and some of the duke’s, which she would even so kindly allow Noelle to borrow. She was, in that 
aspect as well as in her manners, a typical young lady. But some of her talents also took a turn from 
the usual grace and glamour fitting her class... 


‘Think we’ ll run into some hilichurls today, too?’ And she made her sword materialize in her 
right hand, swinging it in one clean sweep to the air in front of her. 


‘T’m not quite sure, milady. The Knights usually have hilichurl camps located on a map, but I 
don’t think I quite remember them. I'll be sure to byheart it all for next time, though’, Noelle 
replied, taking care not to veer too close to the flapping blade. 


Ah yes, apparently she had had to put up a fight with her mother, mostly, to win her permission 
to learn the art of the sword, or even use a sword in the first place. 


‘Although’, she’d said, leaning in close to Noelle and dropping her voice down a notch. ‘Id 
been taking up lessons with my friend for some time, without telling Mama. Papa’s spoilt me, you 
could say’. And Noelle had no doubt that she would’ ve accompanied her mischievous little smile 
and her soft “Don’t tell!’ with a wink of her viridescent eyes, if only she could wink. 


She had to admit, this young lady was full of surprises. 


Coming back to the present, they didn’t come across any hilichurl camps, much to the girl’s 
disappointment. They’d instead dropped by a marketplace, a little away from the city. Noelle had 
been informed by Maria and Rosie that she had begun to come out this often to crowded places 
only after her arrival- that was, after all, her purpose. To accompany her, and to make sure that she 
was protected from the very things she sought to slash at with her blade. 


However, her long-time aversion to such places made her all the more hyperactive now, amidst 
the bustle of a marketplace. And every single time, no matter how keenly Noelle sharpened her 
eyes and fixated them on the lady to the point of watering, she would manage to... get lost. 


‘Ooh, Noelle, come check this out!’ 


There she went again. Noelle considered herself lucky whenever she decided to first catch her 
attention and then wander off. ‘Milady, please do wait- oh. Oh no, where did she go...’ 


Noelle sighed. She certainly was a handful. 


Just last week, at another market, Noelle had had to show both of themselves out as fast as 
possible before this big, burly man the lady had managed to anger (she claimed she’d only told 
him off for standing in her way) went for their heads. 


And now, she finally caught up with her, only because she had come to a halt. 
‘Is there anything that interests you, milady?’ 


But she didn’t answer right away. Noelle followed her line of vision: three young girls around 
their age, bumping shoulders against one another, too engrossed in their conversation to even 
explore the content of the market. And as the lady stared at them, her gloved hand moved 
unconsciously to pull her dark hair further onto her face. 


Even in public places, and even out in the open, at some point, she always seemed to lose her 
carefree nature. But now that Noelle thought about it- carefree? 


Despite Noelle’s suggestions to put her beautiful hair up, she’d refuse, and keep it flowing 
around her at all times, like a curtain, like a shield. And only hints of the emerald of her eyes were 
visible- barely- whenever she brought herself to interact with a new person. But for the most part, 
Noelle would do the talking for her, would happily do her purchases, while she trained her eyes on 
her feet. 


I’m scared, she’d once told Noelle after an apology for making her do everything in her stead 
when they’d go out. That’s all there is to it. Noelle knew why, though. It was probably what had 
made her all the more determined to carry out her new job successfully, despite it being different 
from the work she had always done so far. 


‘Cherilyn Desiree-Claire Chastain’. 


Noelle blinked, and the lady chuckled at her bemused expression. ‘At least your reaction is 
better than Mafu’s was’. 


‘Is that... a friend of yours, milady?’ 


‘Yes’, and she placed her teacup back on the saucer, but her fingers stayed curled around its 
handle. ‘My best friend. I hope you’ll get to meet her soon’. Her intonation was a tad different 


from that of Mondstat- her words lighter, slurring a little at times. Noelle couldn’t quite place it. 


Then she reached for one of the pastries among the dish of sweets that had been set on the table. 
‘But firstly, you don’t have to worry about my ridiculously long name. Just call me Chery. Written 
like the fruit- almost- and pronounced like the wine’. 


Noelle had to let out an inward sigh of relief- she’d barely caught her entire name. 
‘And... there’s one more thing’. 
Noelle looked up from her own puff pastry. “Yes, milady?’ 


That cloud of apprehension seemed to seize her- Chery- again. ‘I...’ The green of her eyes, 
fixed on her teacup, fell to a shade darker. Then, with a sigh that seemed to give out a lifetime of 
exhaustion, she slowly reached for her hair, which had so far been masking half of her face. 


Noelle didn’t mean to gasp, she swore! But it couldn’t be helped, especially not while looking at 
Chery’s revelation. 


A scar, deep and angry, tearing from the right corner of her pink lips all the way across her right 
cheek. And the skin around it contracted unnaturally, evidently from dozens of stitches. It was... a 
ghastly misplacement on her fair face. Some poison not allowing a rose to bloom. 


She wouldn’t look up. In fact, one could say she was ashamed even, as though the flaw on her 
face was a sign of wrongdoing. 


‘IT wanted you to know now itself, so that you could decide if... you would be fine with 
accompanying someone like me’. And she only offered the tiniest of smiles, a sad one albeit, which 
nonetheless contorted the marred flesh of her face into a most unnatural thing. 


Now Noelle understood, at least she thought she did. It was quite a sight; she couldn’t deny that. 
And even though she had just met this young lady, even she could guess the countless remarks of 
those who had gazed upon her. Perhaps some of those reactions were what had made her the 
nervous recluse she was today. 


She opened her mouth once, twice, unsure of what to say. But a few seconds more, and she had 
made up her mind. “Milady, all I will say is that it’s an utmost pleasure to serve you, no matter the 
troubles you face’. 


Noelle wasn’t sure if it was the height of the moment that got her carried away, but the next 
second saw her out of her seat and clasping the other girl’s hands, much to her surprise. ‘Please do 
not feel uneased, for I will see to it that your needs are met, whatever they are. Just leave it to me!’ 


Chery’s stunned expression wouldn’t leave her face for a good while, but then, Noelle thought 
she spotted a few twinkling droplets at the corners of her eyes. 


‘Noelle... thank you. Thank you so much’. Her smile was hesitant, but she could not help it 
from escaping her lips. The two of them eased into their seats again, and a fresh air seemed to set 
over them. Little did either of them know how far that confidence she gave would go for both of 
them. 
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‘By the way, I noticed that you keep calling me “milady”’. 


She was kind, no doubt about it. Noelle found her worries of serving a duke’s daughter all melt 
away with each of her invitations to read a book with her by the window, or to venture out after her 
homeschooling lessons. And just as much as she loved to talk about herself, Noelle realized that 
she listened unlike anyone else she’d met before. Whether it was about how the laundry at the 
Knights had once gotten blown away by the wind and Noelle had had to leap after them, or about 
her fondness of red roses, or about her own misgivings about her eligibility for the Knights. She sat 
before her and took it all in, barely blinking her big, green eyes. And soon after, she would begin 
with a string of reassuring words, starting with a soft and soothing ‘Oh, Noelle’. 


Noelle couldn’t quite explain it, but there was more to her words than just a calming quality. 
There was... substance. It wasn’t just a quick Don’t worry, Noelle. I’m sure you'll make it one day, 
don’t give up! as she’d been given all this time from those around her. 


“T’ve seen what you can do”, Chery had said late that night as they’d sat at her windowsill. 
“And just how amazing a person you are’. Noelle wasn’t sure if it had been the moonlight bathing 
her face in a luminous silver, or the late-night giddiness catching up to herself, but something about 
that small exchange had renewed her hopes of joining the Knights’ ranks someday, and she felt 
more inclined than ever, to serve her. 


Surely, it was magic, what Chery had. 


Besides, these kinds of moments reminded Noelle of how surprisingly close they’d gotten in 
just over a month. Close enough for her to see... various sides to her lady. 


Chery was always so eager to hear of the Knights, and Noelle had happily jabbered on about 
Master Jean, Miss Lisa, and of course Sir Kaeya- 


“Kaeya?” she remembered Chery leaning across the tea table that afternoon, her eyes positively 
sparkling with the utmost interest. “Oh, do tell me more about him. I mean, I’d like to know about 
everyone at the Knights, of course”, she quickly added, clearing her throat obtrusively and taking a 
dignified posture. “But if you could just emphasize more on him, please?” 


Although her brain had gone huh for a moment, Noelle complied with pleasure. Chery had 
caught a glimpse of some of the officers at the Knights, apparently, some time back at one of the 
gatherings she seldom attended alongside her father. And it appeared that Sir Kaeya had left quite 
the impression on her. 


‘Oh, that guy’. She was now leaning her cheek heavily on one hand, assuming a dreamy 
expression after listening to Noelle’s account. The huhs kept popping up in Noelle’s head. ‘Isn’t he 
just so handsome and charming? Oh, and his voice. Mmmmm. Just imagine that smooth voice so 
close to your ear, ah, you just feel so-’ 


Noelle was pretty sure she’d only smiled the widest smile she could manage, half wishing she 
could clap her hands to her ears without offending the lady. Yes, the most... interesting sides to 
her. 
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Now it was about two months, and Noelle had comfortably set into her new life... while Chery 
seemed to want a change in hers. 


Another day out venturing, this time closer to Stormbearer mountains, away from the crowds. It 
was still a novelty, seeing the lady like this. 


‘T think I... I'd like to stop hiding’. That was all she’d said one fine day, gazing at an army of 
sweet flowers at the top of the hill they were on. That was all, yet Noelle understood, and she’d 
thought of the best arrangements in which she could show her support for her lady. 


Looking at Chery now, walking ahead of her along the edges of a cliff, she smiled to herself at 
the sight of her efforts. 


Her chocolate-brown mane was now secured in a bun towards the top right of her head, a pink 
ribbon running through it, and a big, fluffy purple bow fastened to it, which blended perfectly with 
the rest of her new, chiefly purple attire. There. No shields anymore- Noelle had made sure of that. 
And when Chery turned back to laugh good-naturedly at Noelle for lagging behind, the sun would 
catch the glint of the bright blue Vision- the colour of a clear stream seen from a distance- attached 
to a golden chain on the right of her chest. 


‘And this’, she’d cradled her Vision with care after retrieving it from her dressing table. ‘I was 
given this for a reason... not to just mope around this big house’. 


And as Noelle herself laughed now and joined the other girl’s side, she was glad, after all, that 
Master Jean had thought of her for this position that day. 


The world sure was a lot brighter; Chery supposed that was one of the perks of having your hair 
out of your eyes. Even though they’d started with Stormbearer mountains, where running into other 
people wasn’t so common, the doubt wouldn’t leave her mind; the doubt whether she was moving 
too fast. 


But this was alright. She didn’t think she’d like to revert to how things were, not now. No 
regrets- that was what she now chose to live by. 


Why exactly she’d gotten so comfortable around her so-called “companion”, she wasn’t entirely 
sure. Perhaps because Noelle was the kindest soul she’d ever met. Her eagerness to help out 
sometimes amused her, and she liked the seriousness with which she took her duties and yet 
stubbornly held on to her own identity. Speaking of helping out, there had been more than a few 
mornings where Rosie and Maria had gotten a shock from seeing their lady’s handmaid up and 
making breakfast before them... And then there’d been that morning. 


Chery had just woken up, and opened the door to the hallway, yawning, when- 
‘Good morning, milady. Oh, stay right there, you might slip!’ 


Chery only blinked as she registered Noelle well and out of her nightgown, mopping the 
hallway directly in front of her room. On seeing her lady, she dropped her mop and made her way 
towards her with brisk steps, somehow managing to not slip. Chery was too stunned at the sudden 
dynamic for even a “Good morning’, and the words were definitely knocked out of her when 
Noelle very swiftly slid one hand under the crook of her knees and the other firmly against her 
back. 


Uhhhhhhh? She was in absolute confusion as the next minute saw her hoisted up by Noelle with 
as much effort as carrying a pillow. 


‘Please don’t be too discomforted, and let me know in which direction you’d like me to take 
you’. 


Still unable to say anything, Chery only pointed in the direction of the dining hall, and Noelle 


happily obliged, as she always did. 


She gave Noelle a quick thanks as she was neatly dropped off at where the corridor was dryer. 
That... was new, and she patted her cheeks, which had begun to feel a little warm. 


And so she was thankful for Noelle, for having someone more in her life who she was sure 
wouldn’t shun her for the way she was. Perhaps that was what had fuelled her to be at the place she 
was right now. Of course, Chery had always gallivanted around with her friend, Mafu, who she 
was more than happy to see at any time. But that was far and few since Mafu was busy with her 
work. And the few times she had managed to visit in these past two months, things had been... 
rather on edge between her and Noelle. 


‘So’, Mafu had started with that haughty tone she sometimes assumed. ‘You’re her... what 
now?’ 


Chery was utterly perplexed on hearing her friend talk like that. To her left, Noelle drew herself 
up proudly. “I have been asked to accompany the lady in whatever excursions she may desire as 
well as to tend to her other needs’. 


‘I see. Are you sure you'll be able to handle everything by yourself?’ 
‘Tam quite positive that I will’. 


Mafu’s eyes narrowed to crimson slits, and Noelle’s bright-olive ones took on a steeliness Chery 
had never seen before. What is up with these two? 


The rest of the evening which they’d spent outside amongst the comfort of her garden had been 
like walking on thin ice, even with Chery in between her two companions, glancing nervously at 
their cold stare-down from behind the rim of her tea cup. She could only hope they’d get over 
whatever it was that they had between them. 


But for the most part, she now had two friends, who despite their differences, supported her 
with equal alacrity. She was happy. And that tumble of emotions had brought her here, now, 
traversing the wide, wide world with the wind on her face rather than in her hair. 


“Is there anything in particular that you’d like to do, milady?’ 


Chery turned to her friend, shivering slightly as the last of the spring breezes nipped at her 
semi-bare shoulders. ‘Not really...’ Her eyes ran over the lush green expanse of earth before her, 
and a gush of excitement welled inside her. Blue sky, green plain. How perfect to... 


‘Race you!’ 


And she took off at top speed. She could almost sense Noelle’s panic from behind her. It was 
funny how she always seemed to see stars whenever she set off on her own. But this was the 
perfect opportunity to let lose instead of worrying. 


*Milady, wait!’ 


She wasn’t trying to race her friend, not really. The wind, the sky and the prickly grass biting at 
her stockinged ankles only propelled one feeling within her, and that was to let go. 


She’d run a really long way. Her heavy gulps for breath told her as much. She seemed to have 


ended up somewhere in a grassland lower than the towering cliffs and Noelle was nowhere to be 
seen. Oh dear. 


But that had been simply amazing, one of the best sensations she’d gotten in all her life. The 
lovely new hairdo as a courtesy of Noelle was nearly a mess now, but it had been totally worth it. 


While she let her racing heartbeat return to normal, something more caught her eye. Soft pink 
petals, fluttering silently in the cool air. They broke off from the full blooms of a treetop to her left. 
The base of the tree appeared to be on the plane a little lower than the one she was on, leaving its 
branches so conveniently open for her. What an invitation. 


She’d climbed trees with Mafu before, albeit with some difficulty and with the end result of a 
hopelessly torn skirt. But she was at a new beginning now! So as her wild teenage mind prompted 
her, she approached the treetop, grabbed its sturdy trunk, and leaped onto a branch. 


She giggled to herself at her success, kicking her legs to either side of the branch to assume a 
straddle. What a wonderful day this turned out to be. With the merry swinging of her feet, she 
looked out at the wide expanse of Tevyat... a whole world she’d kept away from for far too many 
years. 


She sighed, incredulous of this overwhelming feeling of freedom. Then, she chanced a glimpse 
down at the ground, and was immediately intrigued by what she saw. 


A boy. Bent over an artbook, most probably, for he kept on sparing glances back and forth 
between his lap and a pure white cecelia that had sprouted randomly at the foot of the tree. 
Everything about him seemed... so very light, as he had on a fancy white coat and ashy blond hair 
reaching a little past his shoulders. 


Chery melted herself forwards onto the tree branch, sinking her chin into her hands. ‘My, you 
must be a real cutie’, she whispered to herself. That was when she spotted something move 
abruptly from the corner of her eye. And she looked up from the debonair stranger and set her eyes 
on the ridiculously huge black spider only a few inches in front of her. 


She screamed. 


Today had been an extremely tiring day, and it wasn’t like the day was even over yet. 


He’d had to help out clean the mess Sucrose and Timaeus had made with the test tubes down at 
the alchemy stall, and also with the mess little Klee had made with the flower beds right under the 
headquarters’ windows (this one a mess involving explosives, naturally). And when he’d decided 
to drop by his favourite patisserie, the only thing that had greeted him was a very long queue. Thus, 
with his crisis of no sweets, he’d sought relaxation by stepping out of the city with nothing but his 
artbook in hand. 


He’d gone as far as Stormbearer mountains, a clear indication that his brain was in dire need of 
some calm, at least for now. 


And so, he’d set himself down at the foot of a flowering tree, solely because he’d been drawn to 
one lone cecelia. It was a nice and simple thing to draw. Reminded him of himself even- cecelias 
usually did. 


Spring was nearly at its end, and the tell-tale sultry air of summer was slowly setting in, quite 
early this time, too. Another summer, another year of research and work. Hopefully another year 


that would bring him closer to the truth he was after. Perhaps it all sounded monotonous, but the 
mere thought was soon lost to him as his pencil bruised the yellowing paper of his artbook. Yes, to 
him, this was peace. 


But that came to an abrupt end when he heard a shrill scream. 


It came from right above him, much to his surprise. And then came a shower of pale pink 
flower petals raining down on him, most likely a result of the tree branches being disturbed. He 
looked up from his artbook, and there he found something he surely did not expect to spot on a 
tree. 


A girl. Swinging helplessly from a branch, legs clad in crisp white stockings and the thick black 
laces of ballet shoes, dangling restlessly. Then she spared a glance down at him, and their eyes met 
for the first time. 


Lovely. 


The solitary word popped into his head without a second thought, surprising himself as well. 
Whether it was directed at the girl’s rich green eyes, or the entire unusual little scene of her 
swinging mid-air amidst a downpour of pink petals, he wasn’t quite sure. 


They’d been staring at each other for some time, when she finally spoke, offering a most 
sheepish smile. 


‘Hi’. 


Damn, he is real cute was the first thing that floated into her mind when she and this stranger set 
eyes on each other. He was in a rather elaborate get-up which looked like some kind of uniform. 
And she could see from all the way up there, the amber Vision attached at the base of his shirt- 
neck. His light, teal eyes held a mixture of surprise and... something else she couldn’t quite 
decipher. But enough of that, she was in a catastrophe here! 


‘Hi’, she tried, now almost completely forgetting her flawed face amidst the situation at hand. 
‘Um, could I please get a little help here?’ 


The boy seemed to snap out of whatever reverie he was in, and he moved to put his sketchbook 
down. Meanwhile, Chery reluctantly looked back up with a gulp. The spider, so terrifyingly large, 
was nearing her, for what reason she didn’t know but she wanted out! Climbing back up was 
certainly not an option, the rest of the branches were too far away for her grip and so was the 
ground below. Her only salvation seemed to be this guy down there. 


‘Hold on’, he said. Nice voice, too; she cursed her simping brain. 


And she watched in total amazement as he crouched down to the ground, keeping one gloved 
hand down, and the next moment ensued a beautiful purple blossom, bigger than any flower she’d 
seen before, bloom instantaneously right where his hand came in contact with the grass. 


By now, she was completely enthralled, the spider having been tossed away into a whole other 
world in her head. He stepped onto the middle of the flower, and in one graceful movement, it 
came rising up from the ground, carrying him almost to her height. 


Once again, their gazes locked: the green of the plains stretching out across the expanse of 
Mondstat, and the blue of serene water pools she’d seen in Liyue. 


‘Here, take my hand’. His expression was so calm now, and his voice was soothing, even, as 
though he’d added girls swinging from trees to a list of everyday things to expect. So she found a 
gloved hand extended to her, and even as she unhooked one hand from the branch above and took 
it, neither of them seemed to be able to take their eyes off the other’s. 


Then she felt something cold nip the skin of the hand still gripping the branch, and she jerkily 
glanced up to see the spider directly above her, one thin, spindly leg on her hand. 


Her blood ran cold. 


With another scream, she hurled herself onto the boy in a white flash of absolute panic. She 
heard him let out a yelp as she crashed into him, and both of them tumbled onto the surface of his 
artificial flower. It was a miracle how they both fit onto the flower... although only due to a most 
awkward result. 


Almost nose-to-nose, they were, and she felt her cheeks begin to flame when she realized she 
had basically landed on his lap. A mortified scream internally shook her brain. But he seemed to 
quickly regain his composure, despite his uncertain throat-clearing and all that. 


‘T’m sorry!’ She attempted to untangle herself. 


‘It’s alright- just don’t panic and don’t move much or you'll fall off’. She marvelled at his calm 
practicality. ‘We’d better get onto our feet before this-’ 


The flower disappeared, or rather it retracted back into the ground mid-way through his 
sentence, and obviously, according to the law of gravity, the two of them went plummeting to the 
ground, yelling. 


“Yeouch’, she muttered, her brain still reeling from the impact of hitting the ground. Although 
something had softened her fall... 


Her thoughts seized for a moment as she registered the totally unconscious guy now flat on the 
ground, as well as her weight probably crushing his poor legs. 


She finally leapt off of him in one quick movement. 
‘Milady!’ 


Chery turned to see, with much relief, Noelle jogging towards her, panting. Now, she felt bad 
for taking off without her. 


‘Noelle, I think I killed him!’ was the first thing Noelle was met with, leaving her in a most 
perplexed state for a second or two. Then her eyes widened when she saw the motionless figure on 
the ground, believing for a second that her lady had indeed, managed to commit murder. 


‘And he was so cute, too’, Chery mumbled as Noelle rushed to her side. The two of them 
kneeled on either side of the boy, and Noelle was clearly a distressed mess. 


‘Oh dear, I didn’t expect milady to run into him of all people’. 
“You know him?’ 


Noelle nodded. ‘From the Knights of Favonius. But we’d better see what to do about him first’. 


Now Chery felt very, very bad about unintentionally attacking an acquaintance of her friend. ‘I 
hope he didn’t hit his head too hard’. She gingerly slipped one hand to the top of his blond locks, 
relieved to feel no moisture. “We could try waking him up with some water, since it’s a long way 
away from the nearest settlement’. 


Noelle nodded slowly, her practical gears falling back into place after overcoming her shock. 
“Yes, good idea, milady. Please wait here until I...’ she trailed off as she watched Chery draw her 
index finger down his hair and onto his face. 


Well, it had been quite some time since she’d properly conversed with a boy, let alone come in 
physical contact with one. Not to mention, this one had the strangest yellow diamond mark on his 
neck, just above his Vision. Curiouser and curiouser. ‘Hey, his hair’s so soft...’ 


‘M-milady, you mustn’t do that!’ Noelle’s panic spiked as she took in her lady’s eccentricities. 


‘Oh, relax, Noelle. It’s not like he’s gonna wake up anytime soo-’ She’d been nonchalantly 
lecturing her friend, before turning back to the boy- only to see his bright teal eyes wide open and 
focusing impassively on the hand on the side of his face. 


With a squeak, she jumped back, recoiling from him with utter embarrassment. He must think 
me such a pervert! She figured that was only fair, considering the things she’d just said and done. 
She really had to work more on her socializing skills. 


Socializing. 
She froze entirely as she realized, and her hand automatically went to her right cheek. 
‘Are- are you alright, sir?’ Noelle asked before she did just as he sat himself up with a groan. 


‘Yes, ’m... fine, for now. Oh, didn’t expect to see you here, Noelle’. This guy didn’t seize to 
surprise Chery, for he even managed an amiable smile at Noelle. But that only added to the sudden 
anxiety creeping up her. A cold sweat was breaking from her forehead. The apprehension 
culminated and hit her in the chest in one strong blow as his attention then veered onto her. She 
couldn’t look up. 


I can’t do this, I can’t do this, what was I thinking? In her mind was a clutter of negative 
thoughts, and there came the familiar prick in her eyes. The pinching sensation of tears welling up, 
just as they had that day she thought she’d managed to bury in the past. 


‘Are you okay?’ she knew from the tone of his voice that it had been directed at her. She only 
nodded. I’m such a coward. 


But in her line of vision, she saw familiar heels with pink bows right next to her. ‘Let me help 
you up, milady’. And so, she got to her feet with Noelle at her side. Noelle, the friend she never 
knew she’d needed till a while ago. She’d immediately read the situation, no doubt, just the thing 
she had a knack for. 


Despite the awful feeling gnawing at her, Chery managed to gulp down the lump that had 
formed in her throat. ‘I- I’m terribly sorry for all the trouble I caused you’, she frantically blurted 
out the typical etiquette she’d learnt since a child, still not daring to look at the boy’s face. ‘And 
thank you very much for coming to my help’. 


‘Please, don’t mention it’. Despite his civil words and attitude, she thought she’d picked up on a 
hint of vexation in his strained tone. Still, only fair. He’d been knocked over not once but twice by 
her just when he’d reached out to help. 


‘Are you really sure you’re alright, Mr. Albedo?’ Noelle inquired. 


Albedo. So that’s his name. well, no matter, for she hoped she would never have to cross paths 
with him again, not after this embarrassing experience. 


“Yes, thank you’. Then, as if uncertain how to carry on the conversation, ‘Ah, you... must be 
Noelle’s new employer’. 


“Ye- yes’, Chery started, ‘’m-’ 


‘Lady Cherilyn Desiree-Claire Chastain’, Noelle intervened, and looking at her, she seemed 
quite proud of herself for having memorized her name. 


‘Just- you can call me Chery’. She laughed softly, hoping her nervousness was masked behind 
her words, at least. 


Then he went on to introduce himself, rather mechanically, she would’ ve said. As though he 
was only exchanging routine formalities. ‘I am Albedo, chief alchemist of the Knights of 
Favonius’. 


She swallowed. She’d come out here for a reason, and though this might have been an 
unforeseen event, she was eager to do justice for the positive intention she’d started the day with. 
So she dragged out all the will in her body, and raised her eyes to meet him. 


He was only a few inches taller than her, and he seemed to be around her age, maybe even a tad 
older. She was taken aback to see the emotion in his eyes change once again, this time to one of 
sudden curiosity. 


‘A pleasure to meet you’, she said. That was enough. She dropped her head back down. 


A few more awkward moments passed, when he suddenly remembered his sketchbook, still 
lying under the tree. The cecelia he’d been so avidly sketching was now... dead. It appeared that 
the two of them had fallen right onto the poor thing. 


‘lll be taking my leave, then’. He exchanged more pleasantries with Noelle, hoping to see her 
again at the Knights some time. And then, after one last curious look at Chery, he left. 


And she was in fact ashamed of herself for the huge sigh of relief she breathed when he did. 


Well, he thought. There went his relaxing excursion, as easily blown up as the ground beneath 
Klee’s feet. 


He tended to usually avoid that sort of thing, being the sudden hero. But that girl had been in 
trouble, and it would’ ve been so very rude to ignore her. And besides, the look of absolute terror on 
her face as she swung off that branch was almost amusing. It was only a spider... and a tasty 
looking one at that. 


About her. He didn’t think he’d ever met anyone so wrung-up, and that was saying a lot, 
recalling how Sucrose always jittered in front of new people. And it was only after he’d woken up 
again (he didn’t even want to think of the soft touch of fingers that he’d awoken to- wait, soft?) that 
she’d totally coiled into herself. Was it that scar? She’d made a deliberate effort to cover it as much 
as possible, yes, but he’d seen it for sure. 


Well, at least he was done with that minor event for the day, and all had been solved peacefully 
save the pang at the back of his head. It certainly would be... unfortunate to run into that girl again. 


Those eyes, though. They were quite nice. He couldn’t place what exactly he’d found so 
exquisite about them, but there it was. He wondered if he’d ever get to paint them. 
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Blood. 


It fell in heavy drops onto the soft, crisp snow. Thick and red, before it melted into the white 
stuff, tainting it, transforming it into something impure. 


Whose it was, or where it was coming from, she didn’t know. She was only aware of the searing 
pain running through her body as well as her heart. A hurting so bad that she could’ve passed out... 


‘Milady’. 
Noelle’s concerned face returned her to the present. 


‘Ah, sorry, I was just remembering this dream I had last night’. Chery took a sip of her morning 
tea. 


‘Is it one of... those days?’ 


She knew what Noelle was referring to- the not too fond days past of her childhood which she 
could never forget. ‘No, I don’t know what of. It’s nothing’. 


‘Gooooood morning, lovelies. You look as bright and sweet as ever!’ 


The duke sauntered into the dining hall, fixing his beloved fancy tie and most probably failing 
to gauge the sombre air that hung over the girls at that moment. 


‘Papa, stop. You sounded a little creepy there’. 


Her father halted his process of fixing his tie. ‘Me? Creepy? How can I bear my own daughter 
saying that to me?’ As usual, he perked up again and came to give his daughter a peck on the head, 
while she complained about him messing up her hair. 


Noelle felt fuzzy inside, watching them. She always found their exchanges so very warm. They 
didn’t catch him often in the mornings since he left early for his work. But today, he had a special 
task for his daughter. 


‘Do your best, sweet flower’, he said with a proud smile. Chery returned it with one of her own. 
She hoped she would. 


The city of Mondstat was its usual bustling self, with life carrying on as it always had for its 
inhabitants. Chery mustered enough confidence to roam around the streets with her hair up, though 
not quite to interact with many people. The nerve-racking consciousness of her entire face being 
out in the open still made her want to disappear. 


How pathetic I am, she’d thought to herself once they’d returned from Stormbearer Mountains 
and to the cosy living room of her home two weeks ago after that surprise encounter. She’d made a 


complete fool of herself in front of that guy, especially after being announced as a noblewoman. 
So, with Noelle by her side, she’d practiced something which most others would consider an 
entirely mundane part of their lives, starting from strolling down city streets. And she hoped that it 
would all pay off for the feat she was about to take on today. 


‘By the way, are you sure we won’t run into that guy we met that day?’ Chery asked as she and 
Noelle made their way up the long rows of stairs and towards the Knights’ headquarters. 


‘Oh, don’t worry about that, milady’, replied her companion. ‘Mr. Albedo tends to keep to 
himself and his alchemical stuff in his workshop. Or else, he’Il be out exploring, I suppose’. She 
chuckled fondly. “Truth is, he’s quite a mystery to all of us. No one knows where he’s at most of 
the time. Oh, but he’s a most pleasant person, I assure you’. 


Funny. That part about keeping to himself sounded a bit like Chery herself. Anyway, she was 
glad to hear that she’d be saved from the discomfiture of a chance meeting with him again. 


She wasn’t surprised to find Noelle receive friendly greetings from the guards at the 
headquarter doors, but then she did too. She gave a nod and a quick smile, still not quite looking 


up. 


Noelle inquired as to Master Jean’s whereabouts from a guard standing to the right of the first 
hall they stepped into. In the library with Miss Lisa, last he saw. But just as the two girls were 
about to enter the library, 


‘Noelle!’ 


This chorused exclamation was followed by high-pitched squeals, and Noelle was soon jumped 
by three girls in black and white maid uniforms. 


‘Oh, so good to see you again!’ ‘Why didn’t you visit us sooner?’ ‘What’s your new workplace 
like?’ 


Despite herself, Chery laughed softly as her friend was bombarded with questions. One of the 
maids suggested that they relocate somewhere else, and Noelle hurriedly turned back to her lady 
with an anxious look. 


‘lll be fine. Go have fun’, said Chery, and the maids finally seemed to acknowledge her 
presence... which she wasn’t quite ready for. Amidst Noelle’s audible objections, Chery dashed 
into the library on their right before the girls set their eyes on her for too long. 


Well and fine she was doing, acting like a deer being hunted. Nonetheless, it was best for 
Noelle to get the chance hang out with someone other than her again. It must be a nice feeling, to 
have so many friends. 


‘Hi there, sweetie. Looking for something?’ 


Chery was startled by the voice, smooth and charismatic, that greeted her. Noelle had told her 
that she was like that- the Favonius librarian, Lisa. This prior knowledge Chery had received did 
give her some strength to pluck up. 


A beautiful lady in perhaps her mid-twenties, with honey-brown hair and a twinkling green gaze 
a shade deeper than Noelle’s. Even inside the building, she wore a large, purple witch’s hat 
adorned with purple roses. She was resting her elbows rather languidly on her desk, which was 
situated in the far right of the library’s top floor. 


‘Hi, I’m looking for Master Jean? For- for an errand’. She hoped Lisa didn’t notice the huge 
gulp she took when she spoke. Her neck was stiff even as she forced herself to keep her head up. 


‘Our Jean? She just left, I’m afraid. Said she had something out of the city to take care of, so 
you might want to run real fast if you want to still catch her, darling’. 


Shoot! Chery immediately turned on her heels to bolt, even as Lisa cheered go, go! after her. 


But when she burst out of the library, the guard frantically informed her that Master Jean had 
returned to her office, which was right in front of the library. Chery felt her eyebrow twitch a little 
seeing the state of the communication in this place. But in she went with a knock on the door. 


The meeting with the Acting Master had gone better than Chery had imagined, perhaps because 
she’d already seen her once before. Her spirits were lifted at the thought of her father’s praise for 
having successfully delivered the letter he’d sent. 


She couldn’t leave yet, though: Noelle was missing in action. Standing in the middle of the 
entrance corridor without Noelle’s reassuring presence by her side, she felt a little odd, but glad, 
too. More steps forward, that was all that counted. As she loitered there, she was struck by the 
realization that she hadn’t thanked the librarian (even though she’d been slightly misled by her), a 
terribly rude deed for a lady. 


Lisa was flipping through a book, yawning, when she re-entered. 
‘I just came back to say thank you, for directing me to Master Jean’. 


The sleepy expression on Lisa’s face was replaced by bemusement, and then again with 
warmth. ‘No problem. Don’t get that many a sweetheart like you all the time’. Her honeyed voice 
and words set Chery’s shoulders at ease. 


Her attention wandered to the galore of books surrounding her. ‘Why don’t you look around, see 
if there’s anything you like? You can tell me all about yourself when you come to check out a 
book’. 


She took Lisa’s kind suggestion, as well as her ensuing warning to not touch the books in the 
restricted section... whatever that was. There were even more shelves downstairs, and she thought 
her head would pop trying to take in the countless titles. She ran a light hand on the spines of the 
books, breathing in with satisfaction, the scent of old volumes. 


She wasn’t looking for any one book in particular, but as she skimmed from cover to cover, she 
was stopped in her tracks by a pair of eyes looking at her through one of the horizontal gaps in the 
shelf, directly in front of her. Those unique, dazzling blue eyes, lighter than the blue of the sky. 


Oh no, no, no, no. And even though only the slit of his eyes was visible to her, the boy before 
her seemed to be thinking the same thing. 


Albedo... really didn’t expect to run into her again, especially not in the exact same moment he’d 
decided to drop by the library to look for a book for Timaeus’s reference. 


The two of them, or rather their eyes, stared at each other for a good second or two between the 
vacant space of the shelf rows, taking in the impossibility of this coincidence. And though he’d 


hoped to steer clear from her, he had enough courtesy to fully acknowledge her now, especially if 
he was going to be seeing more of her in chance meetings like this. This aspect of maintaining 
interpersonal relationships was exactly what he found so tiring. 


‘So uh, hi again’, she started. 
*...Hello. Quite a surprise, seeing you here again’. 


She laughed, and the nervousness was apparent in her tone. “You, too...’ she trailed off. Both of 
them seemed to register the enhanced awkwardness of conversing with a thick shelf packed with a 
million books in between them. 


‘T’ll come there’, he offered, taking the first move. 


‘Oh, no. I'll be right there’. They halted as they noted that they were walking in totally opposite 
directions. Another stuttered exchange of offers then resulted in them moving at the same time 
again, this time in the other opposite directions. 


‘Please, allow me’. He hoped the finality of his words was conveyed. No escape now. He made 
to turn at the end of the shelf, now heading towards her. She was still looking down, as she had 
that day, with her hands wringing wildly into each other. But as he stopped a few feet away from 
her, she raised her head to meet him. There was now some kind of hard determination sparking in 
those eyes he’d wanted to paint. 


‘T don’t think I thanked you enough for that day’, she began. Albedo was sure he recognized her 
lilting accent on one of his travels to Fontaine. “Is there anything I could do for you?’ 


He’d been expecting this kind of inquiry, especially from one of the nobility. He politely 
declined: it was perfectly fine; she didn’t need to worry. But she insisted. 


“Youre... an alchemist, right? I could get any materials you need’. 


An attack at his profession. He sighed. He supposed he could take this opportunity to restock 
the herbs they were low on. ‘Then please, follow me’. 


Noelle could not forgive herself! She couldn’t afford to get carried away by friends while she was 
on duty- even if it was nice catching up with them- and that’s exactly what she had done. Gosh 
darn it! 


She’d found the lady on a lone bench just outside headquarters, head bent over a paper in her 
hand. She’d laughed off Noelle’s mistake, of course, assuring her not to worry. That was how she 
was. 


‘So’. A smile teased the corner of her mouth as they exited the city. ‘Ready to go herb-hunting 
tomorrow?’ 


Chery had never been in an alchemist’s workshop before, but it was more or less as she’d imagined 
it to be. Shelves and tables of test tubes and beakers and Bunsen burners, jars with contents of the 
strangest colours and shapes. On the wall hung cloth pockets with plants and flowers spilling out of 
them. 


And oh so messy! It was quite a contrast to this fine, dignified young man who sat at a 
worktable cluttered with papers, books and gadgetries. 


‘Oh and, please refrain from touching anything in the lab. So as to avoid any accidents’. 


She nodded frantically and glued her palms together at her back while he began scribbling in a 
book. But that didn’t stop her eyes from wandering around the area. The place was rather airy and 
well-lit, what with the three large windows to the left of the room. However, two of the three 
windowsills were taken-up by various equipment, while one of them was almost bare, except for 
the thin vase that stood there. A solitary vase, and with nothing in it. 


Then she decided to occupy herself with the shelf on her right. And there, in a jar, was a little 
brown spider, walking aimlessly in its cell. She gave it a smug smile. 


‘I thought you didn’t like spiders’. Albedo was looking at her curiously now. 


‘Not really, no. It’s just that that one was huge, and this one is much, much smaller’. She 
swallowed at the memory. ‘Besides, I’m out here, and this little guy’s in there’. She thought she 
saw a smirk play on his lips when she turned back to him. Then he resumed his serious face as he 
stood to hand over a paper. 


‘ve made some illustrations of each plant beside its name, in case you have trouble identifying 
them’. 


She blinked, amazed. “That quickly? And so well-drawn, too’. He only gave a modest chuckle. 


Then she looked him straight in the eye with pursed lips and newfound resolve. ‘I'll get them to 
you as soon as possible, say tomorrow?’ 


He was a little taken aback by her vigorous declaration. He’d been slightly engrossed in 
observing the severity of the defect on her face, after all. “That would be greatly appreciated’. 
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Chapter 3 


Her palms still itched after all the plant-picking this morning, and the only relief she could get 
was from the wooden crate in her hands chafing against her skin. /diot. She should’ ve worn gloves. 


She and Noelle were positively beaming at their achievement, proudly carrying the two crates 
up the stairs of the Knights of Favonius building. The bottles inside the boxes rattled as they 
walked, so they had to take the utmost care. Once they had reached the alchemist’s workshop, they 
were at a loss on how to knock. Both their hands were full, and the thudding of their elbows on the 
thick wooden door only gave a dull, almost inaudible thump. 


‘Give it to me’, the two of them said at almost the same time. Noelle started again, insisting on 
her lady to pass her box to her. But Chery stood her ground this time. She’d been trying for some 
time, now, to make Noelle relax and treat her more like a friend, and for them to share whatever 
work they encountered. 


Finally, Noelle sighed. ‘If milady insists’, she said, which ultimately defeated the whole point of 
Chery’s efforts. 


Three knocks on the door. Chery stood right in front of it, stubbornly ignoring Noelle’s protests 
to take one box. Just a few steps inside and she could dump them there... Although both crates 
were getting a little heavy in her hands now, and she shifted around to make herself more 
comfortable with them. 


Big mistake. 


Just as the door swung open, Chery lost her grip with the crate on the top, and her reflexes got 
her right foot slamming into the door at a 90-degree angle to help reposition the boxes. 


‘Don’t open the door, don’t open the door!’ she rambled as she kept hopping forwards on one 
leg to accommodate the swinging door. Thankfully, the door stopped opening. She let Noelle 
snatch the top box from her, breathing a sigh of relief. Then she spared a glance inside the lab with 
a friendly hello, only to see a new face at the door, swiftly taking the remaining box from her 
hands. 


New person! her recluse of a brain screamed, and while her hands were now free of boxes, her 
balance went off-kilter before she could drop her leg to her side, and- 


THUD. 


She whimpered softly as she lay flat-bellied on the floor. And before her eyes were pair of 
black-booted feet. A gloved hand was extended to her, the same hand that had pried her off that 
branch. 


*Milady!’ Noelle shrieked and yanked her up with that inhuman strength of hers before she 
could even take the hand offered to her. She finally gathered her bearings, though her head was 
bent to the floor; more out of embarrassment, this time. 


“Wow! That’s a lot!’ A subdued but excited female voice. 


Sure enough, a girl was hunched over the crates that had been lugged in, with mint-green hair 
cut short save a long thin ponytail trailing down her back. She was wearing a white cape similar in 
design to Albedo’s coat. Turning back to the other three people in her midst, she fixed her round 


spectacles over a childish face- the exact face that had greeted Chery at the door. 


‘He- hello’, she stammered, her voice absolutely hushed. Then, the way Albedo stepped in to 
her rescue reminded Chery very much of how Noelle would do the same for her. This was Sucrose, 
his assistant. 


Chery was somewhat comforted by the fact that there were still those like her, among the new 
people she was meeting these days. She was thanked earnestly by both chief alchemist and his 
assistant for the materials, which happened to be in excess, too. 


‘Then, I'll be out of your hair’, she said, mustering the best smile she could. As she turned to 
the door, she took note of the vase still standing so alone on that windowsill. Odd. 


She and Noelle were soon out of the workshop, and she wasn’t quite sure why there was a 
sinking feeling in her chest; she didn’t have any purpose to go back there again. She should’ ve been 
happy, especially after the clownery she’d done in front of everyone more than once. 


As they passed through the main hall on the ground floor, she halted in front of the library. 
Yesterday, she’d simply exited behind Albedo without a single book or a proper introduction to 
Lisa, who had still waved goodbye to her with a sweet smile. 


“Would you like to go in, milady? We have the best collection of books in Mondstat, after all’. 
‘Sure’. 


And just as she reached for the doors, they were flung open, making her jump back. A very tall 
man stepped out, and Chery’s jaw nearly dropped open. 


Navy hair, dark complexion, flamboyant outfit, and a signature smirk. Plus, the ever-present 
black eyepatch. Oh, it is him. 


She was much too entranced to notice Noelle next to her, looking like she was choking on her 
own breath as her head swivelled between her lady and the young man, debating on whether to 
careen Chery out of the building before she opened her mouth. 


First, he gave a friendly acknowledgement to Noelle; then to Chery: “Why, hello there. Would 
you happen to be visiting our library?’ 


Chery really hoped the wobbliness taking over her legs at the sound of his voice wasn’t 
reflected on her face. 


‘Kaeya!’ yelled a clearly irritated voice from inside the library. “What are you still doing here? 
Go and repent on your sins!’ 


The guy only chuckled. ‘Alright, Lisa’, he called back. ‘Starting to sound like Sister Rosaria, 
now’, he said in a low tone, most likely for only the two girls before him to hear. 


‘Then enjoy your read, and-’ now his voice took a playful edge, ‘make sure you return your 
books on time’. He rubbed his left bicep at that, as though he were in some pain. 


‘Tl... make a note of that’, Chery finally spoke, then was immediately disappointed that that 
was all she could think of to say. 


Noelle had been expecting the dreamy expression to assume itself on Chery’s face the moment 
Kaeya left. Then she ushered her into the library since she didn’t seem to have any other intention 


except to stand there for the rest of the day. 


The vexation that had been colouring Lisa’s face disappeared the moment the girls walked in. 
‘Hey, darlings! Come to pay Lisa a visit? Come, come, it’s almost teatime’. 


Albedo was working late that night. Klee would probably be cross with him for a while, since he’d 
promised to come home early and play with her. Although, he felt that he could’ ve gotten 
everything done sooner, except his mind had been rather distracted today by several things. One of 
those things, for sure, was that girl, Chery. 


She was by far the weirdest girl he’d met, and that was saying quite a bit compared to the many 
and diverse people he would run into on his journeys. Her crippling shyness which had suddenly 
erupted into bubbling alacrity, her thoughtfulness of bringing the materials he’d needed in surplus, 
and a smile that had shone even with the unattractively stretching scar following it. And of course, 
there was the funny little incident he’d watched unfold from his desk today. 


A few knocks on the door followed by a stockinged leg driving into it. Then her abrupt ‘hello’ 
even as she’d stood like a stork (under heavy crates), her foot still plastered to his workshop 
door... Was she really a noblewoman? 


He chuckled at the memory, and he didn’t quite stop until he looked up from his papers to find 
Sucrose and another employee from the Investigation Department right in front of his desk, staring 
at him with worry painted on their faces. He cleared his throat, and the concern evaporated from 
their expressions. Was it really that unusual to see him laugh out loud? 


He yawned as the night wore on. His remaining work was getting a little repetitive, and not 
much about it piqued his interest. How unfortunate. So, he took out his sketchbook, one thing to 
draw already in his mind. He’d had the chance to see enough today to have the image registered 
well in his trained artist’s mind. And so he drew, starting with those eyes that had been so 
conveniently defined between the slits of a library shelf. 


So they did visit the Knights whenever they happened to be in town, mostly as per the kind Miss 
Lisa’s invitations. Although they’d have to sneak into the library in a most clandestine manner 
before the other maids hunted Noelle and dragged her away. And even when that did happen, 
Chery would still enjoy a good tea time with the librarian, with whom she was getting very 
friendly. Lisa never inquired about her scar, neither did anyone else she would meet there- out of 
politeness, she did not know. She was very, very happy about that, relieved to not be defined by her 
deformity, for once. 


But little was she aware that even as she spent those evenings at the library, the sleepy green 
eyes were observing her. They analysed her especially when she offered to help out with arranging 
the books, returning the borrowed ones to their shelves and the like. And watching the young girl, 
into that head almost always covered with the large witch hat, popped an idea. 


A letter from a friend. 


Chery drew herself to her study table, smiling as she knew immediately from the envelope’s 
seal, who the letter was from. Kamisato Ayaka, her penfriend all the way from Inazuma, who 


she’d gotten to know through her father’s connections only a few years back. A most earnest and 
courteous girl of noble upbringing, just like her, who also had a lack of friends... again, just like 
her. 


An awful Vision Hunt Decree had been declared in Inazuma, apparently, and Ayaka was now 
fighting as part of the Resistance. It sounded rather dangerous, but Chery knew that her friend was 
much more capable at combat than she was. It was a shame though. She’d always been nuts over 
Inazuma, and dreamed of visiting that solitary isle, someday. 


But for now, she was keen on catching a hold of that damn Mafu. The only problem was, she 
was MIA these days and didn’t quite bother sending letters often. Not that that was anything new. 
Anyway, it wasn’t like she had a permanent residence away from her home country Inazuma, what 
with the work cases she took all over the place. For all Chery knew, she could even be sneaking in 
and out of those thundering isles just this second, aboard the ship of some crazy pirate lady. That 
was all Mafu told her; it was innate in her, being secretive. Perhaps she didn’t want her friend to 
worry. The amount she confided in Chery as well as the depth of the personality she showed 
around her was much, much more than to others, and yet not a lot at the same time. 


Chery’s grip on the letter tightened. If Mafu needed help, she’d rush to her side, no second 
thoughts. All she had to do was ask. 


“You’re not coming in?’ Chery was at the threshold of the Knights’ building, looking back at 
Noelle, who shook her head. 


‘It’s an official matter for you, milady, so it wouldn’t be right if I intruded. But don’t worry! Pll 
be waiting outside right here. Do call for me if you require my assistance’. She gave one of her 
sweet, honest smiles, whose sincerity Chery valued. 


Right after Ayaka’s letter two days back had come an important-looking envelope with the 
grand seal of Mondstat. It was an invitation for her only, for a meeting with the Acting 
Grandmaster. For what reason, she didn’t know, but she was in a mix of excitement and dread 
about it. 


She and Noelle had taken a small detour to the cliff areas of Mondstat early morning before 
visiting the city, however. The notion of visiting the Knights with a clear-cut purpose had made her 
think of something, which is why she now walked into the Grandmaster’s office with a small vase 
in hand. 


‘Hi, darling. Right on time’. 


Chery was more than a little surprised to see Lisa standing next to Master Jean’s desk at the end 
of the room, with Jean herself in her chair, her blue eyes bearing warm greeting. She was asked 
graciously to take a seat with the two women, at the table to her right. 


‘I hope we weren’t disrupting your schedule by calling you here, but there’s something that I 
would like to discuss with you’, Jean started. ‘A matter put forth by Lisa here, actually’. The 
librarian looked pleased to have her name mentioned. 


But just as Jean was about to continue, her gaze fell onto the vase sitting awkwardly in the girl’s 
lap. Chery cursed herself for bringing it in with her, and tried to look as dignified as one possibly 
could with a vase on their lap. 


The Acting Grandmaster carried on. ‘Lisa’s been telling me a lot about you, and she is of the 
opinion that you are very capable-’ 


“And sweet’, cut in Lisa. 


Jean only chuckled. “Yes, on the whole, she says that you are extremely helpful and diligent in 
the library activities, even though they are not your duties... yet’. 


Why did that part sound to Chery as though they were recruiting her to a cult? Anyhow, she 
thought she got an idea of where this conversation was going. 


‘Here at the Knights of Favonius, we aim to recognize personality and passion. And since I’ve 
been convinced of your potential, our suggestion is for you to act as the library assistant’. 


And as if to cinch the whole thing, Lisa added with a beam, ‘Basically, to be my little helper’. 


A job? Mafu had one- though she was technically an adult, and only last year- and so did Noelle. 
Chery, however, hadn’t considered one right now. 


‘Tin fact had the chance to correspond with Duke Chastain- your father- about it’, Jean 
admitted. “But of course, your consent is of foremost importance’. 


So that was why Papa had been goofier than usual this morning, even giving her a thumbs up as 
she left the house. To think he’d been in cahoots with Master Jean! 


It won’t be too difficult a job, the ladies assured. And she could even go on a part-time basis. 


‘Tl give it a thought’, Chery confirmed. She thanked them for the opportunity before leaving 
the room. That was... new. It felt like her life was changing drastically, and all because her father 
had decided to recruit a handmaid for her to be able to wander out safely. 


Then she remembered the vase still in her hands, the white flowers in them still fresh. And so, 
back she found herself at the alchemists’ door. Sucrose let her in again. 


‘Oh, Mr. Albedo is out at the moment’, she informed. Some disappointment hit Chery, but she 
quickly decided it didn’t matter. She was here to drop off the flowers, not to meet him. Sucrose 
watched as she went to the isolated vase at the window. It wasn’t empty for any particular reason, 
she explained, just a handy thing for Albedo to drop his art utensils into when he passed by the 
window. 


Chery carefully placed the vase right next to the other, which, upon closer inspection, was 
stained with haphazard streaks of paint. The two of them stood gaily in the afternoon sunlight. 
Then, Chery and Sucrose stood awkwardly in the room. What could she have to chat about with an 
alchemist? Especially one who was as shy as she was. 


‘So... you’ve been working here for long, now?’ she went for the blandest question she could 
think of. 


The other girl fixed her glasses, not quite looking Chery in the eye. “Yes, it’s a huge privilege to 
be able to study my stream of bio-alchemy at the Knights of Favonius... especially as Mr. 
Albedo’s assistant’. 


Though her voice was still hushed (it seemed to be her default), it suddenly took a more 
confident edge. ‘As you might have heard, he is an absolute alchemical genius... and also a true 
gentleman’. 


Oh yes, Noelle had once told her what a genius everyone thought Albedo was. A gentleman, 
however... 


Chery nodded. “Yes, yes. I do agree that he’s a gentleman’. 


The assistant suddenly perked up, and there was a positive sparkle in the amber eyes behind her 
glasses. And was that... her ears? Something floppy and green which had been camouflaged with 
her mint hair, now bobbed once. 


‘R- really? ’'m glad you think so, too!’ Then she rambled on in a tone which was a mixture of 
reverence and the admiration a young girl would hold for her idol. “He always maintains a most 
gracious and formal attitude in any interaction’. 


‘Even if those interactions may be... of some inconvenience’, Chery added, cringing at the 
memory of the spider-on-the-tree fiasco. 


‘Of course! And you must witness his sword technique. He executes flawless grace at every 
Swipe’. 


‘For real? I haven’t seen it yet...’ The two of them continued, sharing hasty nods of agreement 
and radiating a sparking aura only girls having found a common source for chatter could give out. 


‘Good to see you two getting along’. 


The girls let out a chorused ack! as they were interrupted by the very person they’d been 
fangirling over. 


‘Mr. Albedo! Back so soon?’ Sucrose had flushed a worrisome red. 


The boy set down a brown satchel on a table. Here were three socially awkward people in one 
room. ‘Hello again’, he acknowledged Chery. ‘Do you need something?’ 


Chery froze. Oh no, not at all, I just came to drop off some flowers. How ridiculous that would 
sound. ‘Well, I had a meeting with Master Jean, and then I, um, just thought I’d bring those- since 
it looked a little lonely there’. 


THAT WAS EVEN MORE RIDICULOUS. 


His eyes were curious as he observed the new addition to the windowsill. Not one, but two 
cecelias, bending their white heads to opposite sides. 


‘Actually, it’s to make up for the flower I got crushed that day. And I brought two because one 
would be... sad’. Nice going, personifying every inanimate object as a depressed thing. 


She waited for him to laugh, but he only offered her thanks with a small smile. Then, turning to 
his assistant, “By the way, those botany books you ordered last week are down at the stall’. 


Once again, Chery thought she was seeing things when two fluffy green ears now stood straight 
up on either side of Sucrose’s head. She basically yelled out a thank you, Mr. Albedo! the loudest 
Chery had heard her, and dashed out of the workshop. 


Albedo chuckled as he walked past Chery to his desk. “That girl. She wouldn’t be Sucrose if she 
didn’t excite herself at anything relating to plants’. He seemed to know her quite well. 


She’d be seeing more of both of them if she accepted the job offer- Chery was suddenly 


reminded. But first, she had to go home and interrogate her scheming father. 
‘Well, I'd better get going then’, she said. 
‘Oh’. Was that... disappointment on his face? He opened his mouth to talk again when- 
‘Albedooooo000000000!” 


Chery had the breath knocked out of her as something crashed into her back at a very high 
velocity, making her stagger slightly. She glanced back to see a big, red newspaper-boy cap with 
feathers sticking out of it. The small red-sleeved arms wrapped around her waist loosened as the 
cap was then lifted to reveal a very young face. The crimson eyes did a single blink. “You’re not 
Albedo. Oops!’ 


She totally detached herself from Chery and took a few steps back- a little girl whose size spoke 
that she was maybe 8 years old. She clapped her arms to the sides of her puffy red dress, hopping 
up a little so that her big backpack jiggled. It looked quite heavy. Judging from their hair colour, 
Chery assumed they were brother and sister. Then, she stared intently at Chery, screwing up her 
face as though she were trying to remember something. 


‘Hey...’ started the child. “You’re the pretty lady Albedo was drawing the other day!’ 


Eh? Chery’s face tightened. He’d... drawn her? Plus... this little girl found her, of all people, 
pretty- a rush of warmth filled her chest at it. Meanwhile, a severe clearing of a throat sounded 
from behind her. “Klee, why don’t you introduce yourself first?’ 


The girl plastered a wide grin at that. ‘Sure! Hi, I’m Klee! But I’m also called the Spark Knight 
of the Knights of Favonius!’ The prominent pale-blonde cowlick on her head shook as she spoke 
with childish energy, and so did her pointy elf-ears. Looks like Chery was meeting a lot of people 
with unusual ears today. 


‘Hi... ’m Chery’. She tried her best for a smile, but something held her back. She knew how 
children especially, would point and gawk at her scar over the years, and she braced herself for this 
kid to do the same. 


But the next response she got was definitely not of the sort. 


‘Nice to meet you, Miss Chery! Wanna know something? Klee was a brave girl today! I found a 
really weird-looking lizard... want me to show it to you?’ The bursting cheer in her expression 
conveyed that she was not ready to take no for an answer. 


‘Uh... sure?’ 
‘Great!’ 


Chery was pulled away by the hand with a strength shocking for such a little girl. Everything 
was moving so fast now! She spared a glance back inside the workshop just as they exited, and a 
split second in oddly high definition allowed her to notice the smile on Albedo’s face- genuine and 
fond- as he watched them with arms crossed. So she smiled, too, in spite of herself. 


And even as she was towed away by the child, and he returned to his work, the gears of fate 
had- for some time, now- already begun to turn for the boy in white and the girl in the dancer’s 
shoes. 


Chapter 4 


Noelle had never set eyes on her lady’s mother, at least not in person. She could tell, though, 
from the large portrait of her parents hanging in the living room of the house, that she was a very 
beautiful woman. And Chery was turning out to resemble her quite a bit. Still, it was under her 
consent, too, that Noelle had been hired for their daughter. 


Right now, Noelle was back at her quarters at the Knights. She usually was dismissed whenever 
Chery would go visit her mother. 


‘Any 10 days a month, legally’, she had said to her. ‘At least, till I’m eighteen. After that, I'll...’ 
She never quite completed her wishes on what to do once she was legally an adult. She loved being 
with both her parents plenty, Noelle was certain of that. But her feelings were complicated, all the 
same. Noelle didn’t think she’d ever understand them fully. 


‘Milady, if I might mention’, she’d started while helping Chery pack to go. ‘You’ ve been 
handling going out quite well. Especially at the Knights’. 


The other girl had looked up at her with a mildly confused face, which soon broke into a shy 
smile. She was doing a lot more of that, too, these days- smiling. 


‘I don’t know how, really’, she’d replied. ‘I think I just forget, at least for a while, until I look at 
myself in the mirror again, or someone does stop to point it out’. Her chocolate-coloured hair 
cascaded down the side of her face as she bent over her suitcase. ‘It’s a nice feeling, though’. 


Presently, Noelle had two thick study-books opened side by side on her lap. She sipped at a 
warm cup of tea, and laughed to herself as the first thought that popped into her head was that it 
tasted nothing like Rosie’s. A lot had changed in the past few months. Her heart was forever with 
the Knights of Favonius and her dream to join them, of course, but whenever she thought of her 
lady’s smiles, she knew that there was no rush needed. 


The door was not locked. Convenient for her as well as any thieving fellow who might happen to 
pass by. How many times did she have to remind her mother? 


She was slumped rather miserably in a chair when Chery entered, clearly not her usual self. 
‘T had an argument with the maid’. 


Chery put down her suitcase with a wry shake of the head. ‘Did she clear off?’ She had switched 
to their native language of Fontaine- Mama always urged her to while she stayed with her. 


‘T hope not’. Mallory’s hand fell away from shielding her face, and her tired blue-grey eyes lit 
up as she took in her daughter. “Tea?’ 


Chery was on the age-old sofa, distracting herself with the fish bowl set near the window. Its 
two goldfish inhabitants bubbled aimlessly- the ones she and Mafu had once won at a Liyue 
festival. This was the house she’d lived in- one much closer to the city- before moving with her 
father to the so-called mansion. That big old house had been a massive luck of the hand, to be 
honest. No way Papa had enough to buy it at its actual price, at least not in those days of their 
financial crisis. 


‘So how is that maid-girl of yours?’ inquired her mother. 


‘My friend’, Chery corrected. She’d kept her mother updated on most of her excursions in the 
past months, including those to the Knights. 


Which was exactly why she abruptly dropped in the matter of the job offer. 


‘As an official Knight?’ The almost childish thrill was plain in Mallory’s voice. As expected, 
she deflated when Chery said no, they didn’t make people Knights as easily as picking flowers. 


‘Go ahead’. Chery certainly was surprised to hear that. Perhaps her quick consent came from 
the fact that it would be the Knights, the prestigious organization that was basically the governing 
body of Mondstat. What an honour to even be connected to it. Finally, something worthwhile to say 
about her shut-in of a daughter. 


‘Who knows?’ Mallory mumbled just loudly enough for her daughter to hear. Her hand ran 
absently through her dark locks, now greying at the roots. ‘Maybe they’Il see just how wonderful 
you are’. 


She had slipped into a pink nightgown and was brushing her hair, but not in front of the mirror. She 
didn’t look into it often, unless totally necessary. Suddenly, cutting through the calm of the night, 
came a clatter at her window, and her pulse quickened. She was about to scream when a half- 
gloved hand was clamped over her mouth, and her nose prickled with the whiff of pipe-smoke. 


The amused ruby eyes of the visitor before her only heightened Chery’s urge to slap her. 
‘Don’t go screaming the house down, dearie. It is I’. 


Chery smacked the hand off her mouth. ‘It is you who will get a good hit on the head with a 
broom next time’. 


Mafu grinned and walked backwards so confidently until she collapsed on her friend’s bed. 
‘Piece of luck for me that you happened to be here today, no?’ 


Chery didn’t have to ask why she’d been so busy these days. She’d only been allowed a peek, 
after all, into the “exciting” life of Mochizuki Mafu, claiming that accompanying her in most other 
serious cases she took up would put Chery in danger. She chuckled to herself sometimes when she 
thought about that: both Mafu and Noelle were so protective of her, despite their seeming 
antagonism towards each other. 


‘So, what’s been in action while I was out?’ Mafu was now seated upright on the bed, and she 
flipped her black general’s cap- with the logo of her workplace- back on her head. As though she 
couldn’t stay still for a moment, her hand went to the small musical box at Chery’s bedside table. 
She never played it, though. Chery couldn’t ever figure out why. 


“Well...” A summary about her new job offer, the various people she’d met at the Knights as 
well as the little girl (who was also an official Knight) who’d dragged her off to inspect the newly 
caught lizards she used to construct the “best explosives in all of Mondstat’. 


Mafu, who’d switched her attention from the music box to helping herself to the glass of water 
on the bedside table, now choked. ‘Either that kid is very cool and under control’, she placed the 
glass back down, “Or is very cool and will get you killed. Either way, call me when you need me 
and I'll whisk you off to safety’. 


Chery was seated on her dressing table stool, facing her friend. “Same goes for you. Call me 
when you need me’. 


Mafu flashed her a smile, then. Not the ambiguous one she gave to most others around her, 
especially those she dealt with at work; a real one. A tired one. Chery didn’t know whether to feel 
selfishly happy that she was perhaps the only one who got to see her like this, or to be plain 
worried. In the end, she decided she was both. 


‘Hey, but are you sure you’re ready for a job? In the city?’ Mafu asked, turning the 
conversation back to her best friend as she naturally did. But her expression was one of down-to- 
earth seriousness. 


‘T’ve gotten used to it now... kind of’. 
‘But already? Are you sure you won’t react like you did those days?’ 
‘Are you on my side or not?’ 


‘Whoa, there!’ Mafu threw up her hands defensively. “You know I always am’. A sigh. ‘Okay, I 
support you on this. You are doing better, actually. And I sincerely hope that nothing will happen 
this time over, and even if they do... Noelle will be there, won’t she?’ 


Chery knew, in that moment, that what she was really saying towards the end was and not me. 
She wanted to say something against the lump in her throat, she tried, but Mafu beat her to it. 


‘Well, anyway, I'd better beat it!’ She had her back to Chery now, her arms extended wide on 
either side so that her oversized coat fell like bat wings. That, paired with her ebony hair streaked 
with blonde undertones, made her a most ethereal image under the sliver of moonlight seeping into 
the room. 


‘Not staying?’ 


Mafu was now at the balcony. ‘I’d love to, but great hospitality your mom would give me if I 
crash in the middle of the night’. She hopped over the railing, catching a foot-grip with practiced 
ease. ‘Although I might consider dropping by Mondstat’. 


Chery chuckled. However much Mama loved her friend, she was a whole other cranky being at 
this time of night. 


‘Then off I go, away into the night!’ 


Chery leaned over the balcony, letting her silky hair fall rather annoyingly onto her friend’s face 
as she still clung onto the railing. ‘Would you like a kiss from a princess?’ 


Mafu desperately blew the wretched hair off her face, and still managed a smirk. ‘Only from the 
princess I see before me now’. They laughed. 


‘We'd better stop doing that, or someone’s gonna get the wrong idea about us’, Chery said. 


Still with a marvellous hold onto the railing, Mafu jangled the silver bracelet on her left hand, 
which matched with the one Chery usually wore on her right. “Like that didn’t already happen’. 
Chery rolled her eyes, recalling the ridiculously scandalous means they’d taken to get these damn 
bracelets Mafu had so wanted a while back. 


Then, the girl on the railing deftly scaled down a creeping vine on the wall until she landed 


safely on the ground. And Chery watched, with an almost sinking feeling in her chest, as her friend 
gave one last wave of her cap, and sprinted off into the dark. 


The first thing she was met with when she accepted her new job at the Knights, was a very fat book 
and Lisa’s smiling face. The book was even thicker than the other gigantic book spread 
haphazardly on the librarian’s desk. First was the Knights of Favonius rule code- she wasn’t a 
Knight, but she had to have the discipline of one. Made sense. 


The other was the library rule book, which Lisa quickly dismissed with a wave of her hand. 


‘There are only three things you should know’. No noise in the library, return your books on 
time and absolutely no damaging the books, or sweet Miss Lisa would not be very sweet. 


‘Oh don’t worry, not to you, of course. How could I ever be mean to you, little pet?’ It was 
interesting to hear Lisa keep changing the affectionate nicknames she’d give her. 


And so those rules were what she helped uphold, along with the rearranging matters of course. 
Sometimes rewriting certain archives and documents, even. For now, Lisa would deal with 
whoever came to the desk, so Chery didn’t have to see too many new faces, much to her relief. As 
for the other Knights, she was getting to know everyone and how the hierarchy here worked at her 
own pace. Although that guy Albedo was still somewhat of a mystery to her; when he wasn’t in his 
workshop, he’d be... wherever he was. Noelle wasn’t kidding when she said nobody seemed to 
know. 


‘Ah, Albedo is quite the alchemist. Just say the word and he’1l come up with a good solution’, 
Lisa had said once in response to Chery’s inquiries about him, amongst others. Then she looked up 
from the book she’d been reading and turned to her with a beam. “And he’s easy on the eyes too, 
just like you. But you two know each other a little better, don’t you? Flower vases and all’. 


Chery laughed a little and was about to say no, not at all, when she caught up on that last bit. 
She’d never told Lisa the recipient of her flower vase, and those reclusive alchemists didn’t seem 
like the type to go announcing any of that, either. 


Lisa was full of mysteries herself, that way, although she’d be quite open about them at some 
point, like a magician revealing her tricks. Chery soon saw for herself that she was a talented witch 
with a passion for strange concoctions... as well as napping. And then there’d been the rumour 
she’d heard about this lazy librarian being a grand mage some time in the past, which she would 
shrug off with a giggle when asked about. 


It was Lisa, actually, who’d brought up the matter of Chery’s Vision. 
‘Don’t really know how to use it? Well, J can help with that’. 


Even though she’d started with sword classes, no one had taught her how to use the bright blue 
Hydro Vision she’d been gifted by the Gods only a year ago. Quite frankly, she hadn’t given it 
much thought to be put to use, save for the little trials she’d performed with her bathroom sink, 
which had nearly resulted in the house’s entire plumbing system erupting. That had been enough of 
a sign for her of the power this tiny gemstone wielded, and so it had sat in her dressing table, 
rotting away. 


And anyway, the... “meritorious” deed she’d done to earn it... she wasn’t too fond of recalling 
it often. 


Presently, she laid a finger on its cool surface as it hung faithfully as a sort of brooch on the 
jacket over her dress. It was beginning to feel less foreign in her hands, since it had already been a 
few days since she’d started work, as well as Lisa’s lessons on elemental mastery in between her 
library duties. 


She was quietly minding her own business at the desk opposite from Lisa’s, who had gone 
upstairs to her own little attic-workshop to retrieve something. She heard the library doors open 
softly, nothing new about that. But she nearly did have a heart attack as something shoved itself 
below her legs and underneath her desk. 


She pulled her chair back, panicked, and investigated. There, huddled into a little ball under the 
desk, was Klee, big backpack and all. She held one of her gloved fingers at her lips. ‘Shhh!’ 


Chery looked back up, inspecting the area for anyone hanging around, then back down at the 
little girl. 


‘So, Master Jean is kinda looking for me right now. Could Klee hide here for a while? 
Pleeeease?’ Her crimson eyes were big and pleading. And although Chery wasn’t a huge fan of 
entertaining little kids, she simply couldn’t say no to her. 


Klee let out a soft yay! 


‘But you have to tell me why she’s looking for you’, Chery hoped she sounded admonishing 
enough. 


Klee nodded frantically, her cowlick bobbing up and down with her head. ‘Of course!’ And then 
she went extremely still and silent as the library doors were opened once again. In stepped Jean, 
hands on hips, lips pursed and appearing very much dissatisfied. Her facial muscles loosened 
slightly when she saw Chery. 


‘Hello, Chery’. She made her way to her desk with that natural air of authority that Chery 
admired very much. ‘I’ve been looking all over for Klee. She... got into some trouble again with 
her bombs and a fruit wagon just outside’. Chery had to restrain herself from glancing back under 
her desk with raised eyebrows. So that had been the BOOM she thought she’d imagined from 
outside only a while ago. 


‘Oh no’, she said instead, and she couldn’t believe she was lying to the current head of the 
Knights. ‘I hope everything’s alright’. 


“Yes, not much harm done. Save for the stock of watermelons in that cart’. Chery had always 
held this strong and steady woman in high regard, idolizing her even, especially when she’d take 
small matters like this into her own hands. ‘Well, do let me know if you find her. I doubt more time 
in solitary confinement will teach her a lesson, but that’s the procedure’. 


Chery nodded, smiling innocently, and her body was high-wrought until Jean left. 


“Yahoo, Klee escaped!’ She emerged from under the desk, clapping her hands happily. She 
stopped when she noticed Chery with her arms crossed. ‘Okay, okay, I know I shouldn’t have 
tested out my bombs in the city... again. And I'll go to Master Jean myself, I promise! But... now I 
got to see you again!’ Klee’s face was earnest, and that sweet remark totally knocked Chery off- 
guard. “You have to come play with me sometime. We could go fish blasting, or or...’ It was quite 
obvious that she got latched onto anyone she could catch a hold of as her playmate. 


‘Won’t you go play with Albedo?’ 


Klee shook her head ‘I don’t wanna disturb him when he’s busy- oh!’ Chery watched nervously 
as the girl suddenly attacked her backpack, rummaging through its contents. She’d been informed 
about how the explosive terrors which sometimes shook the nation of Mondstat were produced 
from that bag. 


‘Could you give this to him for me, please? It’s the last of this new bomb type I made! The rest 
kind of got destroyed with those watermelons...’ Klee was holding out a small round thing to her, 
which had a propeller-like gadget sticking out at the top. ‘I think Master Jean will put me in 
solitary confinement for a whole day this time, and I really want him to see this’. 


All of a sudden, she wasn’t the reputed firebug, but a child who wanted an older sibling to be 
proud of her creations. 


Chery was in two minds about accepting a bomb to be delivered, when Klee read her expression 
and assured her of its safety... unless she decided to get mad and toss it onto something. 


‘Thank you so, so much!’ The little girl was an eruption of bubbles the moment Chery took it. 
She wondered how exactly this adorable kid had gotten to explosives instead of dolls or tea sets. 
Then with a sigh, she resigned herself to Jean’s office. Blowing up fruit carts and yet repenting for 
it- this child really was unique. 


Noelle had just finished dusting some of the offices at the Knights when she ran into Chery, now 
out of the library. It felt just like life had been before, tending to the Knights, and then again not, 
for she still served her lady. She was back at work here only because she had nothing else to do on 
the three days of the week Chery came here. 


As she approached Noelle, though, she seemed to be on the verge of popping a blood vessel. 
‘Noelle. I really need to find Albedo’. 
Noelle had not been expecting such a request. 


‘I have been entrusted with a bomb for nearly the entire day and I would like to dispose of it as 
soon as possible’, Chery said, tone deadly serious. 


Noelle gulped. By dispose of it, she certainly hoped she didn’t mean dispose of it on him. Then 
again, here was the same young lady who’d managed to knock him out on their first meeting itself. 


‘T believe the Investigation Department just came back from a mission, although I didn’t see-’ 


‘Wonderful!’ Chery immediately took off, only turning back to assure Noelle that she’d be back 
soon so they could go home. 


Huh, Noelle couldn’t help thinking. She really had become more independent. 


Never accept bombs from little children again. Chery decided to make this a life principle for 
herself. The laboratory door had been closed shut the first thing she’d checked, and Lisa had 
informed her that they’d gone out for work. And so went the rest of the day, and Lisa had been 
quite concerned to see her assistant tauter than the strings of the Mondstat bards’ lyres. 


Presently, she hastily made her way down the corridors, nearly bumping into a group of officers 


at one point. She muttered a quick sorry and zoomed past them so she wouldn’t have to look them 
in the eye, before turning the next corner and actually colliding with someone this time. 


‘Eek! She jumped back, touching her arms too to make sure she was still in one piece. 


Before her, Albedo blinked, perplexed. “Are you alright? You seem to be... terribly discomfited 
every time you meet with me’. 


Judging by his amused expression, Chery was pretty sure he meant how weird she happened to 
act around him. ‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you’. She even lifted her chin, determined not to make a fool 
of herself anymore. ‘I don’t know what could’ ve given you such an idea’. Then she remembered 
the whole purpose of her being there. 


She reached a hand into her satchel with utmost care and thrust out the stupid thing to him. ‘A 
delivery from Klee’. 


‘Ah’, was all he said as he took it, as though the exchange of bombs was a most natural thing 
between these siblings. He smiled as he inspected it. ‘I’m assuming she’s back in solitary 
confinement’. 


Chery nodded, now worrying over whether he would spontaneously explode. He thanked her 
for taking the trouble before looking at her... in the oddest way. Then without warning, 


‘If you don’t mind, I'd like to experiment with you a little’. 


Hm? She replayed those words in her head, and dread slowly creeped up her. She was sure 
plastering herself to the wall behind her would be rude, so she only took a slow step back, still 
smiling. 


Albedo didn’t seem to be taking the hint at all. ‘Well, I only meant that there’s a certain 
experiment I’ve been meaning to conduct, for which that’ll be of great help’. He nodded down at... 
her chest? 


RIGHT. He was cute and all, but now seemed the perfect cue to run. 


She was already turning on her heels, forming an excuse to get the heck out of there, when he 
finally sensed some sort of discomfort about her. 


‘Let me state things explicitly. I have some revised tests planned relating to elemental matter, 
and your Hydro Vision would be of great use for them’. 


Ah. Her hand went to the Vision on her chest, and she felt like dropping down to the ground 
with relief. She wasn’t sure which of the two of them was worse at social interaction. “Sure... 
although I have to go now’. 


‘No problem. If you could just drop by the workshop the next time you’re here’. He sure 
seemed eager to get this done. So there was the promise made for another meeting, only two days 
away. 


Chapter 5 


Tea was ready, and just in time. Gazing out one of the arched windows, Noelle watched as the 
lady’s music and ballet instructor- a tall, slender woman with pinched face- left. Today was another 
tiring Thursday, packed with all sorts of classes for Chery. 


She’d quickly put away her study books and was now on her way to inform her lady about tea. 
A soft knock on the foyer doors. No answer. ‘Milady?’ Noelle called, and was met with silence. So 
she tentatively pushed the doors open. 


The wide room was rather lovely to look at in the evenings, like most of the rooms in this big 
house. Rays of evening sun slanted in through the windows, glinting off the open keyboard of the 
piano and the polished chocolate-golden wood of the violin resting on its bench. It was quiet, as if 
no one had been in that room after all. Noelle was terribly surprised to find Chery lying on the 
floor, her eyes shut. She was curled up on her side, and her dancing shoes were still half-clasped in 
her hands. Her breathing deep and even, she was a picture of absolute peace. 


Noelle mused for a moment when she realized she had never seen her asleep before. She’s so 
different from when she’s awake. So she went out the doors again, only to come back with a thick 
blanket. She seemed to be having a pleasant dream. Tea could wait; her lady’s sweet slumber was 
of utmost importance. 


The girl simply would not stop laughing. 
And Chery was getting increasingly vexed. ‘Wh- what’s so funny?’ 


The girl- a little bigger than her- let out a few more cackles, when finally, her laughs dwindled 
away. She was still grinning though, the sharp red of her irises alight with mirth. “You can’t even 
pronounce your own name right!’ And she burst into a fit of laughs once again. 


Chery puffed her cheeks with annoyance. Just who did this kid think she was, making fun of 
her? She would definitely go tell her parents about this! “Well, you didn’t tell me your name’. 


The laughs were shut down again like some convenient mechanism. ‘I'll tell you. I am’, and she 
placed her fists on her thin hips, the glint of morning sunlight catching the tips of her then blonde 
locks, ‘Mochizuki Mafu’. 


Now it was Chery’s turn to laugh- although it was more out of getting back at her than anything 
else. ‘Mafu? That’s ridiculous!’ 


The girls’ jaw fell open. Bingo! Her insult had hit right home. ‘Ridiculous? You’ re calling that 
ridiculous? Well, what’s more ridiculous is your ridiculously long name! Cheryl something 
something. And you sound awful saying it!’ 


Chery’s brain tried to make itself around the number of ridiculouses thrown at her. ‘It’s 
Cherilyn! And I told you to call me Chery, since you’re the one who talks weird!’ 


The snarky remarks kept being hurled between them as they remained completely ignorant to 
the issue of their contrasting accents despite conversing in the Common Tongue, and the owners of 
the mini-game stall they were in front of were visibly concerned over the two little screaming girls 
affecting their sales. Thankfully, the argument died down before the stall keeper could shoo them 


off. 
They’d run out of abusive remarks. 
‘Aren’t you... going or something?’ Mafu asked, her childish anger having diminished. 


‘!’m waiting for Mama. She’s in that line over there’. Chery pointed to another stall close by, 
where a long queue had formed. “What about you?’ 


It seemed as though Mafu had shifted personality then, for the same hands that had been 
proudly planted at her waist now went to her back, and her clogged feet twisted over each other. 
‘Tm... lost’. Mafu silently cursed herself for admitting it. As expected, the rude kid here laughed. 


‘So how are you gonna get back home?’ 
‘T don’t know. Inazuma is really far away, so I can’t get home-’ 


“You’re from Inazuma?’ Chery’s big, green eyes flashed with curiosity now. She’d come to 
adore that mysterious isle from the picture books Papa bought her- the land with pretty pink 
flowers and the most unique, long dresses with big sashes tied at the back. 


Mafu nodded, and explained that her parents had brought her here because they were 
travelling... at least her father was a lot, these days. Without her and her mom. 


‘Well’, Chery started. ‘I’m new here too... sort of. They’d moved to Mondstat just last year, 
far away from her home in Fontaine, yet she was already an expert at the winding roads of 
Mondstat city. “I guess you could come with Mama and me. We can take you to the lost-and-found 
or something’. 


Mafu wondered if she was hearing right, that this girl dressed so finely in a lace frock and 
lovely hairclips was offering to help her out. 


‘But only if you tell me more about Inazuma!’ Of course, there was a catch. Mafu had come to 
learn that most things weren’t for free through all she’d seen, even at her age. Nevertheless, she 
accepted. “You’d better teach me these roads, though. So that I don’t have to get your help next 
time’. 


And so the two of them made a deal and headed for the other stall- two pairs of clogs and 
polished sandals alike clacking on the cobbled paths sprinkled with flower petals straying from the 
grand decorations of the Windblume Festival. 


‘Wait. And it’s not lost-and-found you should take me to, you dimwit! I can’t fit in there!’ 


‘Come in’. 


Chery was ushered into the laboratory, and as he shut the door behind her, he hung the sign she 
noted sometimes when she passed by that hallway: Experiment in progress. 


She gulped, hoping she wouldn’t regret letting her guard down after that last misunderstanding. 


‘Give me a moment to get the apparatus in place’. Albedo retreated to a table on which there sat 
a complex-looking lab set up. She noticed how there was not a single soul in the workshop other 


than the two of them, and she gulped again. Calm down, she told herself. He had a little sister; he 
was a nice guy. Then again, what were the chances of your average axe murderer having a cute 
younger sibling, too? 


In the meantime, she slid behind the shelves, taking care to implement the warning he’d issued 
that first time she was here. ‘So... you study and experiment every day?’ she asked out of genuine 
curiosity. 


‘Basically, yes. We as alchemists do our part in researching whatever strange occurrences the 
Knights come across, and also whatever else we may find of interest’. 


She wondered if he always spoke so formally. Her attention fell on one of the jars, in which 
some red berries floated in a strange purple liquid. ‘Is that all?’ 


The boy was silent for a moment. Then, ‘To be honest, we each have something specific and 
personal that we hope to see at the end of our studies. I, for one...’ Another second of quiet. “You 
see, Iam searching for the truth of this world’. 


Man. That was deep. ‘Sounds like a long, complicated journey’. 


He laughed lightly at that. “That, I won’t deny. Sometimes I’m not quite sure if I’m even on the 
right path’. 


‘Well, then’. By chance, he glanced up at her. Her eyes were slightly warped by the coloured jar 
right in front of them, but the earnestness reflected in them was unwavering. ‘I sincerely hope that 
you don’t lose your way on that journey’. 


His hands automatically stopped what they’d been doing. Lose my way? No one had ever 
brought him that idea. She continued: ‘Oh! I didn’t mean to imply any incompetence on your part’. 


He waved it off, saying he took no offence. But those words- they seemed to be a little stuck in 
his head for the rest of the day. 


ok KK 


She wrecked his experiment. 


Well, not initially; things had started off rather smoothly. She’d followed each of his 
instructions, lending her ability to manipulate water. It was quite fun, actually! And she’d been 
having so much fun that she’d gone ahead and selected the wrong beaker over his much-too-late 
‘No, not that one-’ 


SWOOOOOOOOOOSH! 


Now, the two of them were sitting on the floor, thrown back as a reflex against the violently 
bubbling and frothing beaker. They looked at each other. 


‘Well’, he started with a sigh, “I suppose we’ll have to take a re-run sometime later’. 
‘I’m so, so, so sorry!’ She seemed to be owing him apologies all the time. 


‘No, it’s quite alright. Experiments go wrong all the time’. The calm expression he always had 
on didn’t change in the least, but that only added to her guilt. He was already starting to clear up the 
equipment, and she was in two minds about helping him out or staying away and possibly 
preventing another disaster. 


‘Tell me, is there anything I can do for you until then? Like uh...’ She thought long and hard 
about how to make it up to an alchemist. ‘Maybe get you a sweet or a snack or something?’ Idiot. 
She’d been thinking about what would cheer her up. 


But to her surprise, he suddenly perked up, before looking a little bashful at his obvious display 
of interest. That was... cute. 


“You'd... like that?’ she tried prompting him, to which he caught her gaze again. 
Finally, he gave in. ‘Alright’. Aha! She suggested this evening itself. 


‘Oh, you mean to go out?’ He thought about it. He supposed it couldn’t hurt; relaxation was 
necessary, after all. 


‘Great!’ she smiled innocently. He only hoped she wouldn’t attract any more... mishaps. 


The girl in the attire from another country watched ruthlessly as the band of hilichurls that had 
come to attack her now danced over the fire she’d created. They’d disintegrate soon. The trouble 
was over. 


She was worn out after the last case she’d taken up, mostly because the client had ended up in a 
wild fury at the revelation that he, in fact, had been the culprit all along. This wasn’t the first time 
something like that had happened. 


With a heavy sigh, she flicked back the dark fringes falling onto her eyes and looked up at the 
scenery before her. 


The large grey walls whose height was beaten by the even taller, languid windmills, the clear 
blue lake surrounding the city that shimmered in the afternoon sun and the spindly spires of the 
Cathedral. 


Ah, yes. The City of Freedom. 


Quite a few significant memories of hers were imprinted on its dainty streets, especially those 
which she shared with her friend. And not all of them were good ones. Still, she’d said she would 
visit, SO a promise was a promise. 


She tossed her blade into the air, where it disappeared in a cloud of black powder. Mondstat had 
better be ready for her. 


It had been a while since Albedo had sat at one of the round tables just outside the patisserie, 
especially with a companion. 


He’d ordered a fruit tart and she a slice of blueberry cheesecake, and although this was meant to 
be compensation for him, she seemed to be taking quite the advantage from it. He watched, slightly 
fascinated, as her fork hovered over the cheesecake, her expression one of dire concentration. Then 
he almost jumped in his seat when she aggressively brought down the utensil with a satisfied ‘ha’ 


She didn’t see the small smile alight on his lips while she happily munched on her dessert. Boy, 


was she weird. 


Then she began a conversation on dessert. ‘Well, how do I put it?’ he said in response to her 
inquiries about his liking for sweets. ‘When both physical and mental capacity are spent, high- 
energy materials further provide a kind of primordial, highly-effective boost’. 


She blinked, before giving way to a laugh; then she suddenly stopped as if realizing something. 
She thrust a tissue to her face, covering her scar. Still, she carried on good-naturedly. “You mean, 
you’re a huge fan of dessert’. Ah. That seemed a much simpler way to put it. 


‘Is Klee okay, by the way? She’s out of solitary confinement now, right?’ Her face was one of 
genuine concern. 


‘Ah, yes. I’ve lost track of the number of times she’s been in there... not that it makes much of 
a difference’. 


‘No wonder she’s called the Spark Knight, your sister’. 
‘Oh, she’s not my real sister’. 


The girl looked baffled. ‘She’s not?’ It was a common mistake people made. He explained how 
Klee had been left in his care by her parents while they were out on important travels. ‘Still’, Chery 
was hacking at the stray blueberries now, ‘You’re a really good big brother’. 


‘... Thanks’. 


Dining out, idle small talk and pleasantries. These were things he usually traded for more time 
to research, things he avoided upon the persuasion that they were a tiring part of maintaining 
relationships. This felt odd; felt new, more like. 


That was when he noticed something. 
‘Would you have happened to invite Noelle and someone else to join us this evening?’ 


‘Huh?’ Chery was dumbfounded. Yes, she had asked Noelle to join, but she’d had to decline, 
claiming evenings were the busiest for her. Her companion’s teal eyes were fixed on something far 
behind her, and she turned back in her chair to follow his gaze. 


There, behind a signboard, peeked out the tops of two heads: one, a headband adorned with red 
roses and the other a black cap, both all too familiar to her. What. The. Heck? 


The heads gave way to two pairs of eyes, then bent down again to whisper something to each 
other, and out they came, heading towards their table. Good, Chery was just about to storm at 
them, fork in hand. 


The moment they reached the table, Noelle broke into a frantic explanation: ‘I’m so sorry, 
milady! This was totally unacceptable of me! You may suggest any penalty at all!’ She even had 
her eyes closed, as if bracing herself for a hit on the face. Nah, Chery could never punch Noelle. 
The little devil beside her, though... 


‘Hello, my friend!’ Mafu was all grins. “And hello, Mr. Alfredo-’ 


‘Albedo!’ the other two girls hissed at her. Albedo’s eyebrows shot up. This was going to be 
either very annoying, or very amusing. Maybe both. 


Mafu carried on, unfazed. ‘Nice to meet you! Now, I just came here to inform my very good 
friend Chery, who tells me nothing at all’, she placed a hand on Chery’s shoulder with such 
confidence that it wasn’t in danger of being attacked with a fork, “That I’ll be crashing at her 
place’. 


‘What?’ Noelle exclaimed, before her cheeks flushed. Albedo found it all the more entertaining 
that the maid should be more horrified at it than the actual resident of the house. 


Chery sighed. “Today?’ 
‘Nope. Tomorrow’. 


‘Then how nice of you to let me know one day prior in the most unorthodox manner’. Chery’s 
sweet smile didn’t quite match the hard grating of her voice. 


Mafu looked proud. ‘Alright, real sorry to interrupt. We’ll get going now!’ On hearing that, 
relief flooded Noelle’s strained face, and she seemed to restrain herself from dragging Mafu away 
by the rat tails of her hair. 


Once both of them were gone, Chery wasn’t surprised to see the light smirk on Albedo’s face. 
‘Interesting friends’, was all he said. 


‘Tm sorry, I just-’ She cradled her forehead in her palms and mumbled the next bit. ‘’m going 
to impale her the moment she steps in that house’. And after witnessing the fate of her cheesecake, 
he had no doubt that she was perfectly capable of doing so. 


There it was again. 


That horrible vision of blood and pain. The red of the thick liquid seemed more vibrant this 
time, and underneath her palms, she felt cold. The piercing cold of snow. Yet she couldn’t get up, 
and her hands were freezing up, going numb. Just a few feet in front of her lay her Vision, part of 
its vivid blue surface peeking out from the mound of snow it was buried in. 


And the pain. 


It was somehow worse this time, pounding from all sorts of places so that she couldn’t locate 
where the injury was. One thing was for sure, it wasn’t just on the exterior of her body. No, it beat 
hard within her, perhaps in between the pulsing of her heart, even... 


She opened her eyes to the throbbing of her heart. 


Sitting up in bed with the greatest difficulty, she clutched at the left of her chest. It hurt. She 
was scared. 


But a few more seconds, and the pain was gone. 


Her breathing was heavy, strung with dwindling panic. A bead of sweat dropped from one of the 
dark locks falling over her shoulder. Was something wrong with her heart? She had better get 
herself checked if this persisted. 


There came a few lively, uneven knocks on the door. Chery couldn’t help but smile. That’s 


right, she had her best friend here. Things would be okay. 


ok KK 


It wasn’t until they were trekking down the south of the city, on green plains, that Mafu brought it 
up. 


‘Didn’t know alchemists came in such a pretty edition nowadays’. 


Chery rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t objectify people’. Noelle, though she didn’t voice it, had to agree 
with her lady. 


Mafu had crashed last night, and Chery had decided not to impale her after all, because, what 
were friends for? And now she was complaining about how Chery hadn’t mentioned Albedo 
before. 


‘That doesn’t give you a right to spy on me’. 


‘Okay, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have done that. But consider it bonding time between Noelle and 
me, yeah?’ 


She turned to Noelle for support. Noelle was unamused. ‘I do not believe in bonding over 
spying on others’. 


She couldn’t quite place why this girl Mafu didn’t appeal to her despite being Chery’s closest 
friend. Perhaps it was her doubt of her capabilities that annoyed her, and Noelle didn’t let herself be 
easily annoyed with people. Still... it had been a different side to her that she’d seen last Friday as 
they’d cleared off from the patisserie. 


‘She was laughing’, Mafu had said. 


Noelle wasn’t sure what she meant by that. She was already flustered over being ambushed at 
the Knights by Mafu and thus literally dragged by the arm into eavesdropping on her lady. Oh, the 
horror! 


‘Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? The lady is getting on quite well on her own’. 


“Yes, yes. It is good’. Then Mafu stopped in her tracks. ‘Did you ever wonder just how she’s 
doing so well?’ 


Noelle didn’t answer. She had actually marvelled at how Chery, who'd been so averse to most 
interactions only months before, was now out and about. Then again, she’d only dismissed it with 
pride as her lady’s many talents and strengths. 


Mafu continued. “That’s just how she is. She trusts easily’. Her crimson gaze was distant, as 
though recalling something. ‘If there’s at least a glimmer of hope, she’ ll take it. She’s willing to 
forget even for a while, because she wants it. She wants to be happy’. She looked at Noelle with an 
earnestness Noelle had thought this flippant girl couldn’t possibly have. ‘Maybe it’s unreasonable 
of me, but I’m just afraid that when something or someone does remind her...’ 


There was one important thing Noelle had gathered from that small exchange- no matter how 
much more often she associated her lady, it was this friend of hers who knew her the most. 


Presently, Chery and Mafu had been bantering further, when they heard a familiar and highly 
irritating taunt in an incomprehensible language. 


Noelle quickly jumped in between them and in seconds, the three of them were enclosed in a 
translucent shield. Just in time, too, for a deadly-looking shard of ice hit the shield directly at the 
height of Mafu’s face. 


‘Why, that-’ and she muttered a string of Inazuman curses. A Cryo Abyss Mage danced in its 
little bubble only a few yards away from them, staff in hand. 


The Geo Vision fixed to the big pink bow at the back of Noelle’s dress was alight with 
elemental energy, and so was Mafu’s Pyro one at her hip as her sword appeared in her hand. 


‘Please stay back, milady. We’ll take care of this’. Noelle looked back at her with a nod, and in 
her hands was a large claymore which this petite girl could wield with miraculous strength. 


But right next to the Cryo Mage appeared a similar orange one- a Pyro Abyss Mage. Nice. 


‘I think you guys are gonna need a little help on this’, Chery mumbled, drawing out her own 
slim blade. Noelle sighed, knowing there was no stopping her, as usual, while Mafu grinned. 


And looking at them, Chery realized: perhaps they weren’t chummy together as those giggling 
girls at market squares had been, but nonetheless, they were there. Those who were ready to fight 
for her and also with her. It was a real treat, having friends. 


Chapter 6 


One fine morning, she was busy with one of the shelves downstairs, when a voice called, ‘Thou 
that is yonder!’ 


She seized up a little, unsure of how to react. She’d been fortunate all this time that the library 
patrons went to Lisa for inquiries, but she wasn’t sure how to get out of this one. So, with a gulp, 
she stepped out from behind the shelves. 


It was a girl who was a regular visitor of the library, albeit a most mysterious one. She was 
dressed in an outlandish get-up, blonde, and had a fascinating night-raven perched faithfully on her 
shoulder. She was also the most perfect follower of the library rules, much to Lisa’s satisfaction. 
Fischl was her name, if Chery remembered right. 


‘Do examine this novel in my grasp, for I am of the conviction that a blemish tarnishes its 
folios’, Fischl said. 


‘She means’, the raven translated, and it was only the prior information on this strange girl and 
her pet that kept Chery from jumping up with shock at a talking bird, ‘Please take a look at this 
book’. 


It wasn’t right to just run back up and bring Lisa to deal with this- no, that would make her look 
like a fool. So, Chery was tentative as she approached the table Fischl was sitting at. It was the first 
time she was getting an ear of Fischl’s famed complicated speech, and no matter how confusing it 
might sound, she was impressed! 


Chery peered into the book in Fischl’s hands, specifically at the spot she was pointing at. A 
thick black mark resembling an ink stain was spattered on it. Oh no. Looked like today was a day 
the librarian’s dormant anger would be aroused. 


‘Tam encountering a hindrance in perusing this tale beyond this point’. 


‘Tl let Lisa know’, Chery replied, hoping she was holding up her position well as dutiful 
assistant. ‘And I'll find you another copy right now’. She deemed herself successful, but was glad 
to get away from there all the same, just as Fischl thanked her rather extravagantly. 


She was about to start up the stairs, when she was hurled a hushed ‘Halt!’ Chery complied like 
a soldier, for what reason she didn’t know. Turning back, she found the other girl almost 
scrutinizing her before beckoning her again. 


‘Might that be the mark of a battle cicatrix?’ 


Chery froze. She didn’t need to know the meaning of that huge word to understand what she 
was hinting at. She was the first person to bring it up here at the Knights, and Chery braced herself 
for the worst. 


‘N-no. It’s just an old wound’. And back down went her head: a habit that seemed to have 
ingrained itself in her system. 


‘I see’, was all Fischl said. ‘Nevertheless, I do adjudge it bold of thou to venture such with it 
exposed to view’. 


The talking raven spoke: ‘Mein Fraulein thinks you are brave to let your scar be seen by others’. 


Chery’s head shot back up at that. There was not a trace of cynicism on Fischl’s face. Brave? 
Sure, she’d hoped to stop hiding herself from the world, but she never for once considered it brave 
of her. 


‘Th-’ she stopped, before breaking into a smile. “Thank you’. And so, she decided to let this girl 
know of her own thoughts. ‘And I simply have to mention, your vocabulary is the most advanced 
and extensive one I’ve ever heard’. 


Lisa watched from above, leaning heavily against a pillar, as her little assistant and the strange 
bookworm of a girl sat down and started a conversation like any two friends would. She smiled. 


Her plan had worked. 


Chery was changing, slowly but surely, just as Lisa had hoped she would by taking up this job. 
Now, it was time for Lisa to journey out and get a good hold of the culprit behind that ink stain. 


She flipped open her pocket watch- the antique family hand-down with the bird and chestnut tree 
embellishment that she kept on her person at all times. Five 0’ clock in the evening; Chery started 
packing her satchel, done for the day. 


‘My brother told me about this total gambling sensation that’s been on fire here recently...’ A 
few library patrons passed by her desk, halting their conversation to say goodbye to Lisa, and offer 
only a hesitant wave to Chery. She didn’t blame them. It wasn’t like they’d heard her utter more 
than a few words to them. 


She’d just shut the flap of her bag when a white feather followed by a big red cap popped up 
from behind her desk. 


‘Heyo!’ Klee greeted her with a bright smile. And before she had a chance to say hi back, the 
little girl sucked in a breath, her eyes positively sparkling as she stared at the satchel... or more 
precisely, at the fluffy, grey bunny key-tag attached to it. 


“You have a fluffy friend, too?’ Klee exclaimed, and a loud shh! came from both Chery and 
Lisa- even though she was all the way at the opposite end of the library. Klee mouthed a sorry 
before doing a little hop so that her backpack faced Chery. ‘See? This is Dodoco! She’s my very 
best friend!’ She was pointing at the inanimate fluffball hanging from her bag. 


‘She’s so cute!’ Chery beamed with genuine interest. She did love anything cute and fluffy. 
Klee’s crimson eyes looked up eagerly at her. ‘What’s his name? Or her name’. 


Oh. ‘Well, he doesn’t have one right now’, and she leaned over the desk, as if to whisper a 
secret, ‘Could you help me name him?’ 


Klee grinned. ‘Klee would be honoured!’ She kept tossing names even as she accompanied 
Chery out of the library. ‘Sandy, Appleby, Richard- ooh!’ She threw out her hands to her sides as 
she skidded a little in the corridor they were in. 


‘Looks like Noelle and the girls made a huge deal of the floors today’, Chery mumbled. 


That was when Klee shook her boots off and turned to Chery in her bare socks. ‘It’s so slippery! 


Come on!’ 


She watched as the child slid on the floor as easily as skating on ice, screaming out a gleeful 
‘Wheee!’ No, she couldn’t. She was way too grown up for this kind of thing, and besides, she was 
at work... after work. NO! 


Klee’s cute little twirls weren’t helping. 


And so, Chery took a good look around (that hallway was sealed off by a door at either end, 
anyway), took her satchel off, and started unlacing her shoes. Klee was at the other end already, 
cheering her on. Off she went. 


It was pure childish exhilaration as she glided on the smooth floor, struggling to keep her 
balance despite being the dancer she was; the hallway resonated with their laughter even as orange 
evening rays slanted in through the arched windows. Chery reached the end of the corridor, but 
failed to come to a halt. Instead, she ended up with a hard thump on her behind. No matter, that was 
the best fun she’d had in ages! 


‘Again, again, again!’ Chery couldn’t even guess what manipulation Klee had on the forces of 
physics as she bounced up and down without slipping. Still laughing, Chery tried getting back on to 
her feet- 


When the door right in front of them opened. 


Kaeya certainly hadn’t been expecting to find Lisa’s little helper on the floor on the other side 
of that door with her stockinged legs stretched out before her. 


Chery could already feel the blood rushing to her cheeks. ‘Sir Kaeya!’ she cried, frantically 
attempting to stand and succeeding only to slip forward again, faceplanting right into his front. The 
tiny cells in her brain were a screaming mess as she pushed herself away from him. 


‘Whoa, there. You alright?’ 
Chery only nodded, her red-hot face directed at her shoeless feet. 


‘Kaeya, Kaeya, Kaeya!’ Klee for sure was in much better spirits. ‘Guess what? I went to fish at 
Starfell Lake again, without Master Jean knowing a thing! I followed all the new instructions you 
gave me!’ Huh? Chery’s mortification was one thing, but what was Klee on about? 


As if sensing her suspicion, Kaeya quickly shushed her with one of his oh-so-smooth chuckles. 
“Well, I'll be off then, you two’. He passed right between them as if everything was normal. Then, 
Chery felt a hand on her shoulder. 


‘Be careful next time, though. We don’t want you hurting yourself while having fun, do we?’ 


Goosebumps pricked at her skin as his voice grazed her ear ever so slightly. Next time? What 
on earth did he mean by that? 


‘So can we do it again, Miss Chery?’ Klee renewed her request once Kaeya had left the hallway. 


Chery laughed nervously to herself. ‘Maybe not, Klee’. She was already stomping towards 
where she’d left her shoes. ‘And let’s name that bunny Richard, shall we?’ 


She was, to be honest, a little surprised to find him properly sitting at a desk the next day she came 
for work. It was popular opinion in the entire city that Kaeya was a rather laid-back character who 
tended to be absent in a scene of crisis, yet was Jean’s most helpful aide behind the scenes. Not to 

mention one of the city’s top candidates for grandson in law. 


‘Gambling rumour...’ Chery heard him mutter while examining a document. He looked up 
when she approached him, and on came his signature smile. ‘Ah, and to what do I owe this 
pleasure?’ 


She swallowed a little, the disaster from two days back still afresh in her mind. But that was 
what she had come for. “I apologize for my misconduct the other day, sir. It was improper of me in 
terms of my standing as well as an employee here at the Knights of Favonius’. 


Kaeya looked a little taken aback, but only for a second. ‘No need to worry. It was only me, 
after all’. 


Why did she feel as though that last comment had something to do with Klee’s revelation of his 
contribution to her mischief? Nevertheless, she was relieved. She was about to cinch the 
conversation when he stood and said: ‘Isn’t there something more you'd like to tell me?’ 


She stared at him, though not maintaining eye-contact just yet. Her height was just enough so 
that her eyes were at level with his chest... which wasn’t helping considering the fact that her face 
had been there just some time ago. 


On registering her perplexed expression, he elaborated. ‘Something along the lines of how you 
would like to keep me from mentioning this incident elsewhere’. 


‘I beg your pardon?’ Okay, she had to admit she was a little nuts about this guy, but what 
exactly was he getting at? ‘Yes, I’d... greatly appreciate it if this matter was kept only between you 
and I’. 


‘Done’. 
Her confusion worsened on hearing that- was he just messing with her? But he continued: 


‘And I would appreciate it if you didn’t get the idea to report me, or anything of the sort, based 
on little Klee’s words’. Aha! So she had been right. ‘Not that I fear Jean’s penalties, but it would 
be...’ he was only a few metres away from her at this point, “Rather troublesome’. 


In that way, it seemed as though he and she were on even grounds. ‘Done’, she said. His smirk 
widened; did he look impressed? 


‘If you'll please excuse me, I have someplace to be. Thank you, and good day’. 
‘Good day’, he mumbled after her, easing back into his chair. 


How interesting this girl Lisa had decided to recruit as her assistant was. Quite interesting, 
indeed. 


To her surprise, Klee was seated on a tall stool when she got to the laboratory- her “someplace to 
be”. Klee offered a rapid wave to her when she entered, and Albedo and Sucrose each gave their 
own verbal greeting. She was back to help him finish that experiment of his once and for all. 


“You know, Albedo? The other day, I helped Miss Chery name her fluffy rabbit’, Klee gushed, 
kicking her feet from the stool. ‘And then I found out the floors were slippery, so we-’ 


‘Shhh!’ Chery kept a finger at her lips, addressing the little girl. She’d struck a deal with Kaeya 
to keep quiet about it, but she hadn’t considered the kid, who only giggled with the thrill of having 
a secret to keep. ‘Okay! Klee won’t say a word!’ 


Albedo curved an eyebrow at that. Looked like Chery had already attained an important status 
in Klee’s world. She remained in the lab even as the experiment was conducted, squirming in her 
attempt to heed the admonishment to stay still and not touch anything, especially not her bomb- 
filled backpack. 


Eventually, though, she ran out of the lab with such vigour, as though she’d been bereft of the 
taste of freedom for far too long. 


“You’re good with her’, Albedo remarked once the tests had been finalized without any 
accidental eruptions this time. 


Chery chuckled, taking Klee’s former place on the stool. ‘I’m surprised I am, actually. ’m not 
very good with children’. Sucrose seemed to have rigorously occupied herself with something else 
in the workshop, so it was only the two of them in this conversation. 


‘Neither was I, at first’. He looked after the door that Klee had burst out through. “Then again, 
she’s quite easy to get along with, despite being spoilt’. He didn’t appear to imply any bad notion 
through this. 


So he agreed, too, that Klee was thoroughly spoiled by everyone around her, who tried to keep 
the child in the highest spirits while her parents were away. Still, she was kind, and knew her place 
in showing gratitude and respect. Although it hadn’t been too long since Chery had started work 
here, even she’d noticed these little details. 


‘She’s so happy every time I see her’. Chery murmured, falling into a pensive mood. ‘I’m 
probably being a huge cynic here, but it worries me a little how she’ ll take it when the day comes 
for her to realize... how hard life can be’. 


Snapping out of her reflection, she was startled to find Albedo staring at her, his generally calm 
expression replaced by surprise. Then, 


‘Thank you’, he said. ‘Everyone’s so focused on keeping her happy that no one ever stopped to 
muse on that’. A warm shaft of waning sunlight fell in between the two of them. ‘I’m... glad that 
she has someone to think like that for her now’. 


Thereafter, Klee made it a habit to drag Chery with her sometimes when going out to play during 
breaktime, or when going to pester Albedo (the little girl was under the impression that the two of 
them were “great friends”). Chery would also sometimes visit by herself, say hi, manage to chat up 
Sucrose too. And she’d watch silently, as they were hard at work with their equipment or countless 
sheets of disorganized papers. No wonder Noelle deliberately kept away from cleaning the 
workshop- it would’ve driven her mad to see the place in all its disordered glory which, to these 
intellectuals, was immaculate. 


It turned out that the library assistant and the chief alchemist did have a bit in common, besides 
sweets. According to Sucrose, he would draw or research anything he found intriguing with the 


utmost alacrity, until that spark of curiosity suddenly died away, resulting in the countless papers 
littering his desk, filled with beautiful drawings left unfinished in a most abrupt manner. It 
reminded Chery guiltily of her music manuscripts whose precedence on the stand would change 
from time to time, depending on her mood. 


And then there were Albedo’s concerns about his assistant addressing him in an excessively 
formal manner, a perfect reflection of Noelle and her chorus of ‘milady!’ The two of them sighed 
one evening as they pondered together on such tragedies. 


It was that same evening that he finally questioned about the marring of her face. Not the cause, 
no, only a request to “Study for a moment’, to see if it could be helped. She didn’t mind this time, 
because she already knew the answer. Of course, her parents had looked into every possibility of 
erasing this eyesore. How unfortunate it should be that the daughter of a duke, a jewel to be 
presented in society, should end up so. 


‘It’s not that I can think of a true solution for complete erasure’, Albedo said, running his 
gloved fingertips lightly on the rugged line on her face. Obviously, she’d gone as still as an ice 
figurine; she hadn’t been in such close proximity voluntarily to anyone in a while. 


But he- it was interesting to gaze at his eyes, so wholly focused on the matter at hand. It seemed 
as though she were no longer a person to him, but another thing to be analysed. She wasn’t sure 
how she felt about that. 


‘Besides, if alchemy had an answer for every defect in this world, people would no longer be 
dying, would they?’ The softest touch at the corner of her lips. He seemed to whisper the next part 
more to himself. “In fact, alchemy is the world’. 


Then, unexpectedly, his light blue irises changed- the sharp edge that they’d acquired during his 
analysis now replaced with mildness. ‘Oh, your face is quite red’. 


Chery blinked, quickly clapping her hands to her cheeks, which were now very warm. Gosh, 
when had that happened! 


‘Anyhow, I’m sorry there’s nothing that I can do for you at the moment, save maybe a 
recommendation to reduce the severity’, he said. 


She looked away, the colour now draining from her cheeks. “That’s alright. It was my stupid 
fault anyway, so I guess I should only live with it’. The boy heard this, yet he inquired no 
further. 


It was the fifth day this month, she’d been counting. 


It seemed worse than last month, and the month before that, too. She could hear Mama and 
Papa, their voices loud and violent, even from the room next to the one they were in. Even as she 
made herself small and cowered under the shelter of a low dressing table. 


In her lap was her favourite swan-shaped book- the one that had fake fluffy feathers stuck inside 
its cardboard pages and which felt so soft under her tiny fingers. She was waiting for them to stop 
shouting, to stop being angry, so that Mama would come and read her that book to sleep. 


She shuddered as she heard a loud thunk and soft sobs, and she somehow made herself even 
smaller so that she could retreat all the way to the wall, even if it hurt the top of her head a little. 
She wasn’t sure why she was so scared; it wasn’t like they were yelling at her. And yet every time 


she looked up from her messy chalk drawings at the sound of one of their voices getting louder, 
she’d immediately scamper out of the room and take refuge somewhere else. And then the 

shouting would stop, sometimes ending in the sound of sobbing like now, and the next thing she 
knew, one of her parent’s faces would be right in front of her, calling her to bed- one of them, never 
both of them. It had been like that for some time, now. 


‘Did we scare you, love?’ 


She would shake her head. Now she wondered if it would’ ve made a difference, if she hadn’t 
lied. 


Presently, the crying wouldn’t stop, and it sometimes escalated into screaming again. Her heart 
wouldn’t stop pounding. Crash! as if something had shattered, and she scrambled out of her hiding 
place. Off she ran, book tucked under her armpit and her palms clapped at her ears. She wanted to 
get away from the noise, all that frightening noise. 


The parents were too heated in their argument to notice their little daughter heave open the front 
door. 


She was panting by the time she stopped running, her short breaths mixed with heavy sniffles. 
Her cheeks were wet, and her bare feet sank into the softness of the grass below her. It was much 
quieter out here, where the sky was a thick, dark blue cloak whose darkness melted into everything 
on the ground as well. 


She didn’t think she knew where she was. She was still sniffing, wondering what to do now, 
when a light popped up to her right. It was pretty: a lovely turquoise blue, and it bobbed up and 
down in the air. So, she went to it. 


The pages of her book were already flipped open in her hands, since she could try reading it 
herself now with the light she’d found. As she approached the floating light, hoping to sit down by 
it, it moved away from her. How dare it! 


After it she went, desperate to catch a hold of it this time. It halted, only to clear off again when 
she drew closer to it. There was only one solution. 


As the light danced off further away, she crept as stealthily as she could, finally pouncing on it 
when it stopped. But- it was gone. She watched, disappointed, as it snuck into a little statue. Still, 
she supposed the light it still gave off was enough, and sat down to read. She’d gotten through the 
very first sentence when a strange noise arose in the quietude. It didn’t sound like a person; rather, 
it reminded her of the sounds the fascinating steampunk machines back in Fontaine, her first home, 
would give off. 


She looked up from her book, green eyes curious, to see a very big mechanical thing rising up in 
the dark of the night, towering over her with its long, spindly arms. 


It never occurred to the little girl that she should have run. 


Chapter 7 


‘Hiya’. Mafu was at her desk, leaning over with her palms grounded into the table’s surface. 

‘Aren’t you so jobless these days’, said Chery. 

‘Nah, I’m here to research for this case I’m on now’. Her friend turned on her heels, ready to 
explore the library, when she stopped dead. Turning to Chery with a panicked face, she cried: 
‘Quick! Hide me!’ 

Chery was startled by her request but anyway suggested the good old trick in the book. ‘Under 
my desk!’ Mafu dived in with as much efficiency as Klee. Chery had gotten used to smuggling 
people under her desk by now. 

The thing that had flustered Mafu was none other than... Kaeya? 

Chery checked out his book in peace, and off he went. ‘Is he gone?’ She bent down to the 
huddled Mafu. ‘Yes, and would you care to enlighten me what that was about?’ 

‘Well-’ started Mafu, when Chery protested that she wasn’t about to entertain a conversation 
with the bottom of her desk. Mafu claimed it was a comfy place. The two of them argued 
pointlessly until Lisa did in fact inquire, with evident concern, as to why her assistant was talking to 
the nothingness under her table. 


It was cute, how they’d all come to recognize her as the “sudden gambling sensation of Mondstat’. 
Then again, Mafu supposed the mysterious figure of her swathed in big black cloaks to hide her 
face did deserve some dramatism. 

A bunch of things nagged at her these days- all sorts of stuff back in Inazuma, as usual- 
particularly to do with that fox lady who proved to be even more cunning than she was. So, she 
decided to let loose, and what better attraction than the night taverns of Mondstat! She didn’t tell 
her friend of her clandestine ventures into the night while she resided at her home, of course. Chery 
would’ ve either sat there in the tavern, watching nervously, or dragged her away right off the bat. 

So she had her fun watching her opponents’ responses to her not-so-true reactions to each deck 
of cards she was served. Deception at its finest. And the best part was when she got her well- 
deserved reward at the end of each game- sweet, sweet mora- leaving the entire tavern in an uproar 
about her consecutive wins. That was, until he came. 

A man in elaborate attire, challenging her for a final round of cards. No problem! 

She’d begun confidently, only to quietly notice behind her hand of cards and with each stack of 
mora that was passed in a heated tug-of-war between her and him, that this guy seemed to play 
some dirty tricks of his own... and very well, too. Not to mention the rounds of cheers from the 
tavern goers for him- he must’ve been a popular figure here. The very last coin was dealt as she 
rocked back and forth in her chair in dire concentration... and the game came to a close with her 
losing her finely sculpted cool and slamming her useless cards on the table. This guy- he’d taken 
away her last spotlight before she would take a break from the taverns! How dare he- 

She ended up tripping back on her chair, falling to the floor with a hard bump, chair and all. Her 
hood was undone now, revealing her face to all. What annoyed her the most about it was that the 
guy had identified her, and now even had the nerve to offer her a hand up, a casual smirk alighting 
his face. 


Chery let out a heavy sigh as she recalled Mafu’s tale back at home. Apparently, there’d been no 
real harm done on either side, save for Mafu emptying the pockets of the night-owls of Mondstat. 
But that was gambling- Chery knew she’d never understand the purpose of it. 

She was just passing through the living room after finishing a history class, and Noelle was 
there, dusting the furniture. Chery could’ve sworn she’d been baking treats with Maria and 
carrying a new flower pot off to the garden before the class. Well, that was Noelle. 

‘Is there anything you’d like to do, Noelle? Or we could just stay inside’. 

The maid looked up from her dusting. ‘Well, how about we go outside and do some sunny 


work?’ 

Chery chuckled, remembering Noelle’s explanation on what “sunny work” was. ‘Sure thing. 
Just give me a second’. She exited the room, only to turn back, having remembered something she 
wanted to mention to Noelle. Although... looking back in, Noelle was still dusting, but with the 
duster in one hand, and the other holding up a book to her nose. 

She finally noticed her lady back in the room with her, and neither of them moved. 

Noelle quickly dropped her book onto the chair she was dusting, but she knew there was no 
point for excuses now. 

She was studying for the Knights of Favonius entrance examination this year- again- Noelle 
admitted sheepishly as she was sat down for a proper conversation with Chery. Oh dear, Chery had 
totally forgotten about that. The one thing Noelle trained for year after year, studying, taking tips 
and keeping her fitness by running laps early morning. She was determined, more than anyone else 
Chery had ever seen. 

‘Noelle’, she started, her tone serious. ‘I think you should go’. 

The other girl looked up worriedly at that, and Chery hurriedly elaborated. ‘I mean, you want 
this more than anything else. And working here, all you have is distractions’. Chery was quick to 
quell her protests. ‘I'll be fine, really’. She smiled. “You deserve to live the dream you want. And 
it’s the least I can do for you’. 

Noelle was staring at her, speechless. It was as though the scene at the garden so long ago, on 
the first day they met, was being re-enacted. Then she burst into tears. 


The air around Mondstat seemed different, she thought as she strolled down the city streets. She 
usually did come out for walks- being cooped up in one place in the library wasn’t for her. Noelle 
no longer lived with her, but she’d made Chery promise to call for her whenever she was in need. 
Besides, they still saw each other at the Knights plenty. 

Now, by herself, she watched city folk bustling more than usual, getting the preparations done 
for the grand children’s festival coming up very soon: Ludi Harpastum. 

No one probably remembers me, she thought. Or even the ugly scene that had been added to the 
illustrious history of the festival. It seemed to have died away in the time she’d avoided the city 
and its people. How convenient. 

She still remembered how, months after the Windblume Festival, she’d stopped going out to 
play with Mafu and the other friends she’d made, at least for a while. She’d been asked to stay at 
home until the new slit across her face was better healed. As a little girl, she couldn’t quite recall 
how it had gotten there. One moment she’d been admiring the marvellous mechanism that night 
she’d run out of the house- the very last night her parents had decided to stay together- and the 
next, she’d awoken with a searing pain on her right cheek, cutting through the numbing effects of a 
dozen painkillers. 

She also remembered, rather vividly, Mafu at her house, demanding that she was permitted to 
see her friend. Chery couldn’t talk just yet- the stitches and the dizzying pain wouldn’t allow it. So 
she’d scribbled whatever she could with her crayons. Please don’t laugh, she’d written for Mafu. 
But she, slightly irritated, had snatched the chalk out of her hand and declared: ‘I won’t laugh, I 
promise! Now what’s up with you?’ So she’d uncovered her growing curtain of dark hair, which 
she now had no intention of cutting. 

The chalk fell out of her friend’s hand and broke into two as it hit the floor. 

Tears. They streamed down Mafu’s cheeks and soaked into Chery’s dress as she was 
encompassed in the tightest of hugs. At the time, Chery couldn’t understand why she was crying- it 
wasn’t like the painful wound was on her. But with each passing year in which she’d watched 
Mafu’s childish smiles twist into more reticent ones, and yet remain so sincere in front of her, she’d 
realized. 

Lost in a reel of memories, she was, even as she now trod down the cobbled streets. Then, 
something of the present pierced through that reel, something in her line of vision. She called out to 


him. 

He looked up in her direction, his blue eyes holding the warmth at seeing a friend. It still 
amazed her; she wondered just when the guard around both of them had begun to slowly dissolve. 
Well, for one, he wasn’t one of those raucous guys who, when they passed her, made her leap 
behind Noelle with a squeak. 

She could tell from the paint box and easel tucked under his arms that he was going out to paint. 
‘Off to Dragonspine again?’ That, she still couldn’t understand- why he chose to make frequent 
trips to the cold, cold mountainous area of Mondstat. He said no, it was another spot he would visit 
this time. 

Then he looked a little thoughtful. ‘Would you care to join me?’ 

They were nearly out of the city when two people rushed towards them, either one on the far 
opposite sides of the street. They were hoisting up each end of a tall banner. “Watch out for your 
heads! Especially you, Albedo!’ 

‘Oh, don’t worry, he’s not that tall’, Chery called back to them. Albedo shot her a cold look, to 
which she responded with a smile. Lately, she’d brought up the fact that he was probably one of 
the shortest guys at the Knights- though still taller than her. 

He couldn’t believe her blatant mockery. Still, he watched as she reached up a hand so that her 
fingers lightly brushed the banner as it passed over their heads. He wasn’t totally sure why he 
permitted the time to hang around her this much. Well, for one, Klee did provide many 
opportunities for them to run into each other, but even otherwise, she was nice company. She was 
most eager to watch his experiments or go out gathering more materials he needed. And she had... 
interesting things to say- not related to science or any particularly intellectual topic, but interesting 
still. He liked interesting things. 

“You're still eligible to participate in Ludi Harpastum, aren’t you?’ 

Chery seemed a little surprised at his abrupt question. “Y-yeah. Klee’s been going on about it a 
lot too, huh?’ It was obvious that she was shying away from discussing the matter. “I’m not too 
sure if ll be going, though’. 

Yes, there was always something holding her back. He did wonder what it was, but he didn’t 
dare pry. People were different from other things. 

His two students, Sucrose and Timaeus, had been to this special spot of his a few times, but they 
usually had work of their own. Besides, peace and quiet and inspiration was the whole purpose of 
these excursions. He began the routine of setting up his easel and splashing his palette with colour. 

Chery watched respectfully. She’d always found it so fascinating to see mere brushstrokes of 
colour come to life under the touch of an artist. But she didn’t know that this time it would be... 

Butterflies. Several of them spread randomly across the canvas, in all colours and sizes. So 
simple a topic, yet done in marvellous detail. He casually tossed aside his paintbrush when he was 
done. Well, this guy had a few weird habits himself, thought Chery. Then he looked up at her from 
behind the canvas. 

‘Alchemy is an ancient art that revolves around all living things’, he said. ‘And, if its oldest 
branches are tackled, one may even create new life’. She took a moment to wrap her head around 
his philosophical-sounding statements. But the next moment saw him directing one hand at his 
painting. 

‘Arise, lifeless dust of the universe and that within. Thou art reborn’. Light emanated from the 
canvas, golden light that made the teal of his eyes all the brighter. She was captivated. 

They were butterflies, indeed, but no longer on the surface of the canvas. Up and away, they 
fluttered about the two of them, as though they’d always flitted in this world. 

‘How-’ She was speechless, spinning a little in one place to take in the little dancing beings in 
the air. Her reaction was to be expected- he was one of the very few, after all, who was capable of 
such things, among those who studied this subject of antiquity. 

“You’re so...’ And she uttered the word that had formed in her mind the moment she’d watched 
him rise up on that artificial flower to her rescue. ‘Magical’. 

He looked at her then, amused. She didn’t say genius like so many others did. No, it was 


something so simple, so childish, something Klee would say. But the enchantment seizing her 
emerald eyes spoke for the genuineness of that comment, and he thought he finally knew what it 
was about those eyes that had drawn him in the first place. 

The butterflies were dispersing now, but one wandered closer to her until it perched on her head, 
just above her ribbon. She didn’t seem to be aware of it, though. 

‘Ah, if you could hold still for a moment’. He reached a hand to her, enclosing the butterfly on 
her head. When he drew away, she felt for the side of her head. Something so very soft sat on her 
bow. A small, white flower, which she now cradled in her palms. 

She laughed lightly, pinning the flower back. “You’re really cool, chief alchemist’. 

He smiled at that comment. Besides, white looked quite nice on her. 


When they made it back to the city, Albedo wanted to stop by the alchemy stall. Sucrose and 
Timaeus were already there, both looking very much preoccupied. Something seemed... off about 
the stall, as though it were missing something. 

‘Timaeus’, Albedo said, and Sucrose literally jumped with a shrill eek! “Where is the alchemy 
table?’ 

True enough, the round little contraption which used to sit in the stall had simply poofed out of 
existence. Chery stifled her urge to laugh at the mishap only because both students appeared to be 
on the verge of dropping dead. They mumbled ‘uh’ and ‘um’ without meeting their teacher’s eyes. 
Then, Sucrose burst into a furious explanation. 

‘We’re really, really sorry, Mr. Albedo! We were doing an experiment I found in this very old 
book and then the table just shrunk into itself and disappeared! We’re so extremely sorry, please 
don’t fire us!’ 

Timaeus- the only one from them without a Vision- followed her lead with the apologies until 
Albedo held up a hand. ‘It’s fine. I think I know which one you’re talking about’. Chery marvelled 
how his calm authority was very much like Jean’s, but different, too. ‘But please be careful next 
time. The results could’ ve been disastrous if you’d come in contact with it’. 

The other two were nearly deflated with relief. 

‘Well’. Surprisingly, Albedo turned to Chery. ‘Looks like we’ll have to order a new alchemy 
table’. 

‘lll do it!’ The two assistants nearly leapt at Albedo, clawing for the opportunity for 
redemption. Chery stood by, watching and thinking once again how nice it was to be here. How 
truly enjoyable life could be- and she didn’t think there was anything that could make her go back 
to the way things once were. 


Chapter 8 


The decorations had changed, maybe gotten more extravagant. Still, none of it quite kept her from 
remembering the scenes from nearly 10 years ago. 


The carnival lasted for fifteen whole days- a time for merriment and wine, two signature traits of 
Mondstat culture. She hadn’t taken part much in the first 14 days. After all, although she was 
technically a child, most of the stalls were meant for younger kids. At least, that was what she told 
herself as she evaded the fun and frolic of this time. 


On the way, Mafu asked her why she decided to come back after all this time. 
‘Isn’t it obvious? I can’t go on missing out on life anymore’. 
Mafu had sighed. “The people of this city failed you that day, you know? And yet here you are-’ 


‘Come on, don’t be such a cynic’, Chery made an attempt at a positive tone. ‘It wasn’t all their 
fault’. 


Mafu watched her friend’s side profile for a while before muttering, “You’re too nice’. 


The people had already gathered at the Plaza, where the towering statue of their divine Archon 
served as the centrepiece. There was only a bit more to wait for the climax of the entire festival, 
where a young maiden chosen by the winner of the festival games would throw the Harpastum- a 
cloth-wrapped ball- to the eager crowds of children. The one who caught the ball would be blessed 
with good fortune, it was said. And after her own experiences, Chery tended to doubt this. 


It came without warning- her pulse quickening as she stood on the fringes of the crowd, not quite 
participating in all the ball-catching. She attempted to preoccupy herself until it started, perhaps 
with musings on whether Klee had succeeded in the carnival games with her ‘new and improved 
devices’, which could only mean bombs. Chery sure hoped things had run smoothly with that kid 
on the loose. 


The claps and cheers from the crowds announced the arrival of the maiden on the platform in the 
Plaza. She was just like Chery remembered- any random girl dressed in pure white as per tradition. 
In her hands was the round, red Harpastum. It was time. 


Calm down. 


The words popped into her head unbeknownst, but it wasn’t like her body ever heeded them. Her 
pulse wouldn’t slow. She didn’t know these crowds, didn’t know the maiden up on the platform. 
They weren’t the same as that time, she kept telling herself. This time, things were different. She 
was different. Maybe she could finally send Ayaka a letter recounting her new experiences of these 
festivities. She would no longer sound like a stranger in the very nation she lived in. 


The maiden had the Harpastum raised above her head in one hand. 
Calm down. 


She didn’t notice until Mafu took her hand, that it had gone cold. It was alright- Mafu was here. 
She’d been there at that time too. There wasn’t anything to worry about. No one else remembered 
her. No one- 


‘Chery?’ 


She turned to her right at the sound of her name, and her blood chilled. A young woman with 
braided red hair and countless freckles, staring at her with wide brown eyes. She was taller now, 
grown up, but there was no mistaking her. 


Mafu turned to see the newcomer, and she let go of Chery’s hand. ‘What are you doing here?’ Her 
tone was venomous as she stepped in between them. 


“What do you mean? I’m here to watch the game like everyone else. And Chery-’ 


The crowd roared, but the beating of her heart drowned it all out. She felt her throat close in as her 
line of vision allowed only this girl’s face- the girl who had once been her friend. 


The ball was thrown. At that moment, the girl reached out a hand to her- 
‘Don’t touch me!’ 


Chery fell back onto the ground, and the people directly around her turned to inquire at the 
commotion interrupting their precious time at one of the most joyous festivals of the year. Mafu’s 
collapsed face at her failure to protect her friend again. People staring, staring at her. They hated 
her. They would say the things they’d said when she was small. No, she already was small, like she 
was 8 years old all over again. 


‘She’s even uglier when she cries’. 


Stares at her, whispers about her. Was it from this time or then? She couldn’t decide. The 
memories crashed together, into the rush of the moment, muddling her senses until only one 
desperate intent remained. 


Out. Out, out, out, she wanted out. 


She picked herself up and tore through the crowds. 


She was, as expected, back at her home, in her room, curled into a small ball against the bed post. 
Again. Mafu was at the door. She was tired, tired of looking after her. She wanted to drop to her 
knees. Again. 


She’d warned her. She’d known something would happen at the rate she was going. But Mafu 
only sighed. What was the point in blaming someone who wanted to be happy? 


She didn’t drop to the ground after all. Chery’s fluffy bow was crushed in her hands, letting her 
dark hair fall over her face, just as she had let it for so long. Her petite frame shook with sobs. Mafu 
came to her side, letting her head tilt onto her friend’s shoulder. 


‘Hey’. Mafu waited for an answer. She repeated it until Chery finally looked up. Red eyes, teary 
face, and her scar still ugly as she cried. Yeah. Nothing had changed. 


Mafu held her hand the entire way through the city, mostly because she was afraid of getting lost 
on these streets that were still quite foreign to her. Still, she was excited to participate in her very 
first Ludi Harpastum with Chery. Besides, one of their friends- the oldest of their little group- was 


chosen as the maiden this time. They had to go watch her, at least. 


To their surprise, they were ushered by some of the kids to the very front of the crowd, claiming 
it would be easier for them to catch the ball. It was probably the injury on Chery’s face- which was 
a complete mystery to the other children under the plaster she wore these days- that gave them the 
special attention. 


What is it? They’d ask, every time she set foot in town; so curious as to what lay underneath. 
Does it hurt? Can you show us? 


She’d received a chocolate one day, too- only with a request to see it. Chery had returned the 
sweet. 


The two girls craned their necks up to see her- Macey- at the top of the platform, hands behind her 
back, braid of red waving in the wind. She and her brother Mark were the only other two souls 
whose curiosity surrounding the forbidden scar under that plaster Chery had quenched. Their 
reaction... had been different from Mafu’s. Quieter. In fact, they’d done nothing but stare. She 
dismissed it though; they were her best friends. 


The red of the Harpastum in Macey’s hands was almost hard to see against the glare of the sun 
above her head. 


Chery looked about her. It seemed that she did have a good chance of catching it. Good luck and 
fortune. If she earned that fortune, maybe it would make up for all the awful things that had 
happened in the last few months. Maybe... this thing on her face would go away. Mama and Papa 
would stop being angry at each other and come live together again. Yes! 


She looked forward for the Harpastum to drop. The children squealed as it came down, down, 
closer to her- 


She felt something wet hit the side of her head. The kids let out a collective sound of 
disappointment. She and Mafu exchanged shell-shocked looks, when her left eye began to smart 
from the wet substance. ‘Tomatoes?’ she heard Mafu exclaim. Then, Chery was whirled around by 
the shoulders. 


Rip. 


The right of her face stung. Like the pain from an unfortunate bee sting. The bandage had been 
torn off and was now in the hands of a boy, taller, older. She recognized him- she avoided him, 
because he was one of those kids who liked to be above everyone instead of with them, and 
especially because he was one of the most eager to catch a glimpse of her injury. 


His eyes widened as he gaped at her. ‘Mark, you were right!’ He screamed with a frightening mix 
of elation and horror. ‘It’s hideous!’ 


Mark? No, this couldn’t be their Mark. Yet standing far behind this boy was another, with fluffy 
ginger hair much like his sister’s. He wouldn’t look up. Chery, at the time, did not know there was 
a word for this feeling of her heart tighten: betrayal. That’s what they thought of me? Is that why 
they’d refused to spend time together these past few days? Why they had not stopped by her big, 
new place even after her invitations for play? 


The adults were upset over the commotion, were trying to make their way through the throngs of 
children. The other kids, though: some seemed to be frozen in place by the sight of the girl with the 
frightening tear across her face. Finally, their intrigue was satiated- and now they regretted it. 


‘Do it again, Macey! Do it again!’ yelled that one boy who’d orchestrated the entire thing. He 
was doing great! He’d heard from the siblings, who’d told someone else, about how scary this girl 
looked now. They didn’t like it, not one bit. And neither did he at how everyone had suddenly 
wanted to be her friend to see it. So, together with some of his lot, he’d risen to the opportunity! 
And what better place to let everyone know what she really looked like than at the climax of this 
festival? Then, he’d be the hero of the day; the attention would be back on him. 


Meanwhile, another wave of tomatoes rained down on them, and Mafu threw herself before her 
friend. Her scarlet eyes flashed furiously up at Macey even amidst the acidic juice dripping into 
them. 


And Chery? Eyes welling up, the stinging saltiness of tears adding to the burning sensation of her 
bare wound; everything was so blurry. What to do, what to do? She wanted Mama and Papa. They 
always knew what to do. But it was only Papa who had brought her to the festival- finally spending 
time with her, after Chery had been afraid that he’d left their house for the longest time because he 
didn’t want to see her. But now, he was far away again, wasn’t he? She hadn’t seen where he went 
to after Mafu had dragged her through the crowds. 


The things she heard from the people gathered around her: Ugly, hideous, scary. 
The boy she saw, grinning gleefully at his success. 


Why did they hate her so much? It wasn’t her fault she was like this- not her fault her parents 
didn’t even look at each other anymore... was it? She’d only wanted to fix things. What was it that 
she did wrong? Why did she always ruin things? 


Panic. At the people rushing towards them- all the big people. At the wildly spinning world of 
countless faces and unrecognizable voices and it was choking her and choking her. 


Amidst the tumble of everything around her, she felt a hand yank hers, pulling her away from the 
madness- the same one that had unknowingly pulled her into it. It was this hand that held onto her, 
even in the lonely years after. 


The days had passed by one after the other, and she hadn’t shown up for work at the Knights of 
Favonius. Classes at home, tea in the garden, reading by the window- she knew this life very well. 
It was nothing new. 


Noelle had heard. Only a week more for the examination. She left home. She had a job to do- no, 
a friend to take care of. Mafu watched on the side as Noelle came crashing right into her lady, all 
tears and apologies. Mafu was not dissatisfied to see her here, for once. 


Her parents were united in one thought- they once carried the guilt of being relieved that she 
stayed at home; it was safer for her that way. But now knowing how different their daughter’ s 
smiles had been when she’d taken her chances with the rest of the world made them wonder if 
they’d ever been right. 


Right now, she was outside, all by herself. Her hair was up again so that she could feel the 
breezes of oncoming autumn. She’d missed it. 


She would go back to the City soon; she had to. She just wasn’t sure when to take that first step- 
that almost unbelievably giant leap over the chasm- that was the scary part. 


She hadn’t gone out much not only because she preferred not to, but also so that Noelle would 


save more of her time to train rather than accompanying her. Today was her big day at the try-outs, 
after all. Mafu had to leave Mondstat again; she’d been procrastinating for far too long. She didn’t 
tell Chery what would become of her if she, the Chief Detective, overspent the grace period of her 
job, but she left with a wave of the matching bracelet- she’d be there. Always. 


Chery knew the place she was wandering off to, she’d been there before, once. Close to the city, 
yet with no one around. Perfect. And yet when she was looking to avoid people, why did she go 
there? To be fair, she didn’t know; she didn’t expect him to be there today, of all days. 


‘Butterflies again?’ 
Albedo’s paintbrush stopped mid-air. It was the first he’d heard from her after a long time. 


‘Don’t worry, I’m not stalking you’. She was almost next to him now, but not quite. She didn’t 
look any different, but obviously, something had changed. 


‘Klee misses you’, he said. 


‘I know. I miss her too’. He could tell from how she didn’t look up, just as she had been when 
they’d first met, that it had been something to do with her scar. She didn’t say anything more for a 
while, so he continued his painting. 


‘Do you draw only beautiful things? Only beautiful people?’ 


Her green gaze seemed far away. They had changed, too: those eyes he admired. He couldn’t say 
lifeless, for they were never lifeless. Instead, they were filled with some deep melancholy tugging 
at her- one that never seemed to leave her. 


She continued. ‘Do you think you could ever bring yourself to draw something ugly?’ 


‘T’ve told you, I draw things that interest me’. She’d been expecting an answer like that from him. 
Then he asked her to take a seat on his stool. Why, she didn’t know, but she complied; her legs 
were sore, anyway. He added a new set of colours to his palette: chestnut-brown, lush green and 
purples. She knew right away. 


‘No, stay’, he insisted when she made to move off the chair. So she did. She was too tired to 
protest again. 


‘I don’t want to look up’. 


“You don’t have to’. His tone was brusque, but she doubted he’d meant any meanness. So, she let 
him draw her with her gloomy expression. She hadn’t allowed a single portrait or picture of herself 
for years. Even the brief glances she spared up at him made her nervous; the way his light eyes 
would flit between her and the canvas. So, she occupied herself with everything else around her- 
some grasshoppers, the sky and a flock of birds flying in a ‘V’ high above her. Neither of them 
spoke a word, and she wasn’t sure how much of the day had gone by while she sat there. 


He was done... and he refused to show her. 


“What? Why?’ She hopped off the stool, but up came that authoritative hand before she could 
reach him. 


‘Listen to me for a bit. You may dismiss it as nonsense when I’m done, if you feel like it’. She 
huffed. Alchemists and their big theories. Well, she supposed it was worth a listen. 


‘I perceived you’, he started. ‘I developed my own image and perspective of you. And I even took 
down that image of mine. Tell me, how do you think I see you?’ He hadn’t taken her eyes off of 
her. 


‘I don’t know’, she shrugged. It was a little different from the way everyone else saw her, that she 
knew. That was probably why she’d permitted this interaction today. 


“Well, it doesn’t matter what I see or think or take down, does it? In the end, the artist only 
interprets what he sees. You’re still the you who would smile at birds flying in the sky’. She'd... 
smiled? 


‘If you don’t want that to change, if you still want to be you, then go ahead’. Then, he offered her 
a small smile. ‘A painting cannot tell you no’. It had not been anything greatly profound, like his 
usual statements on the world’s hidden secrets. No, it was so very simple. It was about her. 


Their gazes locked for a while- that same sensation of not being able to tear away from the other. 
Almost like a spell. 


It took her a while to notice the droplets cascading down her face. She blinked, but the tears 
wouldn’t stop, and her hands went up to mop her cheeks. ‘Is- is that what you call alchemy?’ Her 
words were choked in between sobs. 


He felt like laughing at that idea, but thought better of it. He supposed an exception could be 
made for her- her, this girl who always seemed to stumble into him. ‘You could call it that, if you 
like’. 


She didn’t automatically jump back into the world outside. No, his words mystified her, but they 
weren’t the magic of his butterflies and what not. They stayed, though, set down in her mind for 
her to take out occasionally and ponder over. They made her feel better. 


Noelle had failed the test. Again. Yet she had come home with the news and a smile on her face. 
She said she was glad she’d gone and tried, though. 


It was an evening by the window with, surprisingly, her mother, who finally gave her the 
incentive. “Wouldn’t you like to go out again?’ she asked, before- 


‘Oh, come now. What is with that look?’ she said when Chery goggled at her- it was Mama, after 
all, who’d been the most reluctant from her parents to let her gallivant. With a sigh, Mallory 
brushed down her daughter’s long brown locks. ‘I want you safe, but... I don’t want you being 
miserable’. 


Chery turned back to her mother. ‘Do I look that bad?’ 
‘Like a cat just died’. 
She snorted. The thunk of the brush against her head was soothing. 


‘Be confident of yourself, cherie’. The fair chin held up even amongst family, the shrewd glances: 
infamous signs of her mother’s pride, ironically so in contrast to Papa, a duke. Chery had once 
declared that she didn’t want any of it. 


But perhaps the word- pride- implied more than a loftiness. If there was one thing Mama had 
never lost throughout the years, amidst the days of a crumbling marriage and life, even... it was 


confidence. Chery realized, in that moment, that those traits of her mother were not all to be simply 
discarded. 


So, back she went to the “practice” of going out on the city streets. She was still nervous of being 
looked at by everyone, but then again, who wasn’t, at some point in their lives? 


Then finally came the day when she was to return to the Knights. She felt a lot lighter knowing 
that she’d be amongst those who she could smile freely around. She missed them. 


She’d have to go and apologize to Master Jean for her absence, but a customary wink from Lisa 
told her that she’d take care of that. As usual, she was the biggest help despite being the laziest 
librarian, and Chery was glad to see her again. 


And there was one more person she definitely had to see. She hadn’t gotten the chance to thank 
him. Her hand turned on the knob of the workshop door, Noelle standing dutifully next to her- 


‘Chery! 


She turned her back to the door, only to be ploughed into by a very quick and very red being. 
Chery hoped the lunch in her stomach wouldn’t be disturbed by that force as they toppled into the 
lab with one heavy thud. Klee had her face buried in Chery’s front. 


‘I missed you! Where were you? We didn’t even go fish bombing yet!’ Her small face was 
already teary, and she sniffled violently. Chery never thought she’d feel her heart go out this much 
for a child. At the doorway, Noelle smiled warmly, her hands clasped together at her chest. And 
even with her arms around the little girl, Chery tipped her head back and smiled at who she saw 
behind her. 


‘Hi’, was all she said. 


And she could tell by his expression that he’d known it would be only a matter of time till she was 
back. “H1’. 


Chapter 9 
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Two- Autumn 


The wandering boy rested his foot on a boulder, taking in the view of the splendid city that lay in 
the middle of a serene lake disturbed only by the cool night winds. 


‘There! We should start over there!’ said his enthusiast of a guide who proclaimed herself his 
“trusty sidekick”. He, however, considered her better fit for “emergency food”. Small floating 
pixie-thing who looked like a 3-year-old. Well, he supposed she was better than no guide at all. 


He was looking for someone very important to him- someone he wished he'd held onto tighter. 
And he hoped that by stepping into this new land, he would get closer to finding her, bit by bit. 


Klee was a very happy little girl today. Right after some elementary math lessons, Outrider Amber 
had been so kind as to share her serving of Tevyat fried eggs with her. Then she’d managed to 
collect Joooots of sunsettias (by of course, the easiest means of bombing the tree till it dropped all 
its fresh harvest). And then, she’d been treated to some new toffees Lisa had made the other day, 
just for her! 


She skipped through the streets of the very city she and her mom both loved with all their hearts, 
waving hi to the townsfolk she knew and even to those she didn’t know. It was always better to be 
nice to everyone! 


‘So, Dodoco. What do you think we should do next?’ she sang, looking back at her fluffy little 
friend who always hung loyally from her backpack- 


‘Dodoco? Dodoco, where are you?’ She spun around, waiting for Dodoco to jingle into place as 
she usually did. But she gave no sign of doing so now. Klee slipped off her backpack to properly 
look for her. 


Klee gasped. She was gone! But how? Tears were already pricking at her eyes. She had to find 
her, or this day would be a not so happy day after all. 


Chery yawned, gazing drowsily out a window of the library; the sunlight was a trifle dulled now, 
what with the approaching cold season. She dropped her quill for a moment to take a break from 
her new “correspondence” work. Her library duties seemed to add the more her various capabilities 
were discovered and exploited by Lisa and the other Knights. She was happy to help, though. It 


made her feel worthwhile. 


Life was peaceful again. She’d managed to readjust after that relapse a while ago. In fact, she 
decided to clear things up, contacting Macey and having a proper sit-down chat with her, despite 
her apprehension of seeing her again. Chery was granted a full explanation of everything that went 
down while she was away from the city... including how her primary tormenter from that day at 
Ludi Harpastum had left the city for greater heights. That was before, to her surprise, Macey had 
begged her for forgiveness in between sobs, even after all this time. One thing she’d realized from 
that encounter was that they’d always be there: the people and emotions that had stung her 
throughout the years. A major part of her life had been one huge blur of regret... and she was 
determined to have no more of it. 


Her mind wandered in such contemplation, until the library doors were thrown open. Klee 
scanned the area frantically before making a beeline for the library assistant. 


‘Chery! You have to help me!’ Although Chery had always urged her to drop the “Miss” when 
addressing her, she felt that the child had taken her own time to remove it rather than at her 
insistence. ‘Dodoco is missing!’ And she burst into a fresh set of tears, compelling Chery to leap 
out of her seat to comfort her. 


She’d looked everywhere! Albedo was out again. Master Jean, Kaeya and Lisa were gone too, to 
meet a strange traveller who’d entered Mondstat, apparently. She had no one else to turn to! 


‘Don’t worry, Klee. Pll help, okay?’ Chery gathered the girl onto her lap as she had done a few 
times now, especially when reading out a book to her. She certainly had never pictured herself 
coddling a child like so, but Klee was a little different from your average brat. 


So, it was decided that they’d go looking for him the moment Chery was on her break. Where 
could Dodoco be? 


Much later that day... 


Back home from his two-day expedition, Albedo stood by the solitary confinement door, tapping 
his foot as he counted down the seconds to when the Spark Knight would explode out of the room. 
At just the right second he’d estimated, the guard to the door unlocked it, and out she came, 
skipping and prancing with her signature “Da-da-da!’ as if she hadn’t just spent a few good hours 
repenting on her wrongdoings. 


This child would never learn. 


But as he was about to head home with Klee, another head popped out of the door- one whose 
hair-bow was singed at the tips and whose face was smeared with soot or something of the like. He 
stared at her as she waved sheepishly at him and a moment later, he was in a fit of laughs. 


The guard at the door looked more threatened by that than the little girl whose explosives got her 
so often into the room he guarded. 


Even Chery was surprised. She’d never seen him laugh so openly before, and she couldn’t believe 
it was because of her. It wasn’t loud or boisterous, but almost shy... and terribly short lived. She 
was suddenly very happy that she’d ended up in solitary confinement. 


“Would you care to enlighten me on how you had your slice of traditional Favonius punishment?’ 
he asked once his laughter had died down. The nerve, making fun of her! 


‘Dodoco! Dodoco! We found Dodoco!’ Klee, meanwhile, was in her own world, hugging her 
puffball tight. 


‘Long story’, Chery said. And it was a long story indeed. 


Chery had treated Klee to some ice cream to pacify her. The two of them sat on a bench outside, 
licking their at their scooped cones. 


‘Dodoco is very, very important to me’, Klee said, her face gloomy despite the ice cream. ‘My 
mom made her just for me, so that Klee would never get lonely while she was away’. 


Chery smiled, hearing that. It made her think of her own mother. 


She’d learnt that Klee’s mother was none other the infamous adventurer, Alice, who’d introduced 
her daughter to bombs and authored the Tevyat Travel Guide. Chery had read it once, out of 
curiosity about the popular opinion that this Alice had made it more like her personal diary. Well, 
she sure couldn’t stop laughing about the accuracy of Miss Alice describing Kaeya as “unctuous”. 


Albedo had once mentioned how Klee’s current level of destructiveness was nothing compared to 
that of Miss Alice. Chery gulped looking at this sweet child enjoying her two-scoop ice cream, and 
she could almost imagine how she might one day grow to blow up a whole chunk of Mondstat. 


After ice cream, they brainstormed the places Klee had been to the entire day, then went around 
asking everyone at the Knights if they’d seen Dodoco. But for the most part, word of the stranger 
who arrived last night, who was apparently capable of marvellous things, was the talk that 
dominated the city. 


‘If Kaeya were here, he’d be helping out too’, Klee huffed. 


‘He seems to help you out a lot, huh?’ She was downright intrigued by what sort of chaos this guy 
was up to by supporting the tiny pyromaniac. 


Klee immediately took the bait and perked up. ‘Oh, yeah! Kaeya is the best! He wrote the 
Favonius Survival Rulebook for me and he always helps me cover up when I make a big disaster.’ 
How interesting. 


Dodoco was nowhere in the city, and although Chery had hoped to lift Klee’s spirits by helping 
her out, things were looking quite dismal. It was a big city, after all, and she a very small... 
Dodoco. That was when Klee halted in her tracks. ‘I know! We can go ask Mona where Dodoco 
is!’ She began pulling Chery back down the streets. 


“Who’s Mona?’ Chery just barely avoided whacking her head into a signboard as she was towed 
away. 


‘Mona is the best! It's so much fun when she comes to play with me and Albedo. Both of them 
talk about a lotta stuff Klee doesn’t understand, but she’s so cool!’ 


By now, Chery had noted that the best was an essential part of this kid’s vocabulary. Although, it 
was a little weird how Albedo had never mentioned Mona. 


They stopped at an ordinary city house, and Klee rattled on the door. In moments, it opened a 
crack through which peeked out two jade eyes. ‘Alright, alright. I told you [ll pay the rent by-’ 
She broke off when she glanced down at Klee, and the door swung fully. 


‘Oh, hello Klee’. A girl around Albedo’s age, with black hair pulled into long pigtails and a lofty 
expression. When she acknowledged Chery, she nodded as though she recognized her. “A Cygnus. 
Yes, I can already see’. 


‘Excuse me?’ Chery’s eyebrows shot up. 


Mona only sighed. ‘Your constellation. 1am Astrologist Mona Megistus, and I may recite your 
divination, if that is what you have come here for’. Then she blinked. “What did you come here 
for, anyway?’ 


‘Dodoco is missing! Could you do the star stuff and tell me where she is, please? I really have to 
find her!’ Klee confessed to her utter crisis. 


‘That doll? You want me to find a doll?’ Mona took on a contemptuous air at that, before she 
noticed the crestfallen look on Klee’s face. ‘Fine, come on in’. 


There seemed to be a strange correlation between intellectuals and messy workspaces. Klee 
happily hopped amongst the piles of books and odd equipment lying around the place while 
Chery’s ballet skills helped her to tip-toe nimbly through the maze. 


‘Let’s begin. I have this column to finish up, too’. Mona began moving her hands in a circular 
pattern, making a blue translucent disc materialize right before Klee. On it was the shape of a 
clover. The astrologist gave a knowing hm or two, then whisked away the disc in one sweep. 


‘I can’t read the fate of a doll, of course. But you seem to have lost something of value right 
outside city walls, under the third sunsettia tree to your left’. 


Klee jumped with joy while Chery stared, amazed, at Mona. No wonder she and Albedo would 
spend time talking- they were both clearly geniuses. “You saw all that so quickly?’ 


Mona shot her a chilly look. “You doubt my skills?’ A rude genius at that, Chery thought. 
Klee was already out the door, Chery close behind her. 


“You have something you’d like to get off your shoulders, I see’. Chery turned back inside the 
house, where Mona had sunk into a rickety chair. Their eyes properly met then, and Mona nodded 
further, evidently seeing something Chery didn’t. “A matter paining your heart’. 


Chery’s fingers curled nervously into her palms, but she said nothing. Mona turned to her desk. 
“Well, you may come to me if you do seek divination. Proper divination. That, I will grant you 
with no grudge’. 


The girl at the door gulped. ‘Duly noted’. 


Mona’s reading was spot on, save for one little hiccup... which highly offended Klee. 


A man with a wheelbarrow was now at that tree, most likely to pluck the sunsettias that the tree 
was now barren of. And while his face was fixed in an inquisitive shape, in his hand was a white 
fuzzball, which he squished repeatedly like a stress ball. 


Klee gasped and let out an angry noise. “Give back Dodoco, you meanie!’ She took off at top 
speed before Chery even had the chance to stop her. Oh no. She panicked as the child dove her 
hand into her rucksack. 


‘Klee, wait! Don’ t-’ 


Too late. The man had thankfully looked up at Chery’s outcry and leapt out of the way. His 
wheelbarrow, though... it suffered under the wrath of a little girl who had lost her best friend, and 
was shot into the sky with a loud BOOM! And in the destruction of the wheelbarrow and the fires 
that ensued, was Dodoco, dropped frantically by the man. 


Klee shrieked when she realized. 


And watching the chaos, Lisa’s lessons rose to Chery’s mind. A current of water taking the form 
of a silky ribbon shot out to the blazing fire. It gave enough of an opening for her to dive in and 
retrieve the toy before the flames swallowed it. Mission accomplished. But the blazes still roared, 
spreading fast on the grass. The heat was getting to her now, though. With the fluffy toy cupped 
safely in her hands, she concentrated all her will on her Vision. Just imagine it. Just imagine it, and 
let go! 


A massive tide of water imitating the wing of a graceful bird. It washed out the flames, drenching 
the three people present there as well. Chery stood amidst blackened grass, dripping from head to 
toe save the insides of her hands. A very soggy Klee approached her slowly, head bent. The torrent 
of fury seemed to have been extinguished from her, replaced by guilt. Chery handed over Dodoco 
to her, realizing only from the trail of black dust left on her palms that the doll had been caught in 
the fire, ever so slightly. 


Klee was overjoyed, though, and squeezed the thing to her chest. 
‘Oh, Archons. Not again’. 


No surprise on who’d come running to the scene of crisis. Jean’s forehead was in one hand, a 
pose she naturally assumed whenever she came across the Spark Knight’s deeds. Next to her was a 
teenaged boy with corn-yellow hair bound in one long braid. Chery could tell from his odd clothes 
that he was the stranger the city had been roaring about. Well, what wonderful first impression of 
Mondstat’s inhabitants to him. 


Next to his head was a peculiar floating fairy with no wings. “Hey! Look at that girl’s scar! It’s 
hu-’ 


The next moment saw the boy with a good grip over the fairy’s mouth. Chery thought he 
muttered something along the lines of /’// cook you. Nevertheless, her hand went to cover her 
scarred cheek by way of habit. 


‘And I thought I had enough commissions for the day’, Jean mumbled before giving Klee a long, 
hard glare under which the girl swallowed. ‘Klee, you know the consequences’. 


Klee threw up that night. 


Albedo sat on the bathroom floor, idly patting her back while his other hand cupped his chin, 
listening to the retching sounds. Apparently, she’d had way too many sweets that day, and dinner 
had been the last straw. 


He couldn’t apologize to Chery enough for taking care of Klee’s messes, as well as ending up in 
solitary confinement as a result of Favonius rules, though she hadn’t really done anything wrong. 


Currently, the little brat was tucked into bed, groaning. Just as he was about to leave her side, she 


managed to latch onto his shirt. She’d done this before. He stayed. 
‘Klee was scared today, but Klee had a lot of fun’, she drawled, her eyes fluttering shut. 
‘And you ate a lot’, Albedo added, to which she giggled. 


‘And I ate a lot’. She yawned, one hand still gripping him. ‘I had ice cream with Chery... and she 
also taught me something very important... but I think I forgot’. 


He wondered what that very important thing was, but Klee had already snuggled up into his side, 
sunk into slumber. He couldn’t help but smile as he drew the bed covers a little further over her. He 
no longer froze awkwardly when she did that. 


But as always, that one thought would nag him at the end of a calm day like this... the doubt about 
how long this calm would last for him. 


Mallory returned home later than usual, which was probably why she found her daughter curled up 
on a cushioned chair in the dark. She’d been asleep for a while. She knew, because Chery would 
never fall asleep in absolute darkness; not after that one night everything went wrong. 


Chery had always done this whenever she got late, and the passing of time did not alter her ability 
to fit into the chair horizontally. Like the cats she adored, she was resting peacefully in a compact 
position which somehow served optimum comfort. 


The awful tear across her rosy cheek seemed the mildest when she was asleep. Mallory was 
proud, no doubt, about how much her daughter had added to her life by now, even though she still 
got jitters when thinking about Chery adventuring out on those plains bristled with monsters. 


She turned to the kitchen, hoping to make herself a cup of tea, when a shrill scream resonated 
through the quietude of the house. Her daughter had had nightmares plenty, but Mallory had never 
heard this much horror imbued in her cries. She immediately ran to her side, but Chery was already 
upright on the chair. 


‘It’s alright, darling. Mama’s here’. Her hands were firmly placed on Chery’s shoulders, which 
trembled lightly. And her expression- Mallory’s heart sank at it. Her jewel-like eyes were stretched 
open, and she could tell that some frightening vision had just fled from them. Chery looked down 
at her hands, breathing hard. 


‘Ma cherie, what’s wrong? Tell me’. 


But the girl only shook her head, just as she had in response to most of her concerned questions 
since she could remember. “Just a scary dream’, she said, mustering a smile. It never worked; she 
never told her mother the most important things. Mallory sighed in defeat. ‘ll go make some tea, 
then. It’ll make you feel better’. 


So off she went. Chery didn’t move from the chair. She’d worried her mother for nearly ten years. 
She didn’t need to know how her daughter had been smiling over the overwhelming sensation of- 
no, not a pain this time, not that crushing feeling in her heart. Just her palms, splattered with scarlet, 
and the petrifying certainty that it was not her blood on her hands. 


What is wrong with me? 


Chapter 10 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Needless to say, Chery was thoroughly distracted the next few days. Even now, her mind was not 
on the towering pile of new books that had been dumped on her by the delivery guy when she 
entered headquarters this morning, but much, much further away. This third dream had been a little 
weird compared to the last two: more or less chunks of random sights and sensations. All- 
encompassing frost, her blood-stained hands and a voice desperately calling her name. She 
couldn’t recognize whose voice it was, though. 


And her hands- it wasn’t the sight that had frightened so much as to cry out, but the surety of 
whose blood it was. But the moment she woke up, it was as if she had forgotten who entirely, and 
it worried the heck out of her. The only solution seemed to be that astrologist... 


The heavy pile in her hands suddenly started feeling lighter, and it wasn’t until she’d snapped out 
of her reverie that she noticed it leaning forward precariously. She waited for the sound of books 
hitting the ground as her load got lighter still. The top half of the stack disappeared, as expected, 
only to stand perfectly on another pair of hands right before her. 


‘T’ve told you before to be careful’. Ah, butterflies. The cheeky little things flitted inside Chery at 
the Cavalry Captain’s honeyed voice. He insisted on carrying his load to the library with her. “You 
could have simply called Noelle’s name, or if only Lisa were here to help her assistant- or wait, it 
should be the other way around, shouldn’t it?’ 


‘Firstly, ’'m worried about Noelle getting a headache from being everywhere at once. And it is 
me helping Lisa. She has her own duties right now’. Chery felt mildly offended that he should 
speak so of her unofficial mentor. He chuckled and told her to calm down, he wasn’t attacking his 
good friend Lisa. 


Looking at this mysterious young man walking at her side, it seemed that a devil of some sort 
possessed her to bring up the next topic. ‘But you, Sir Kaeya, I didn’t expect to see you present 
during the day’. 


Chery was pretty sure he would’ ve spared her a glance if it weren’t for the... lack of a visible eye 
on his right, what with the eyepatch. ‘Oh? And where else would I be?’ 


She shrugged nonchalantly. “Well, if I were to guess, I’d say educating destructive little children 
on how to not only avoid the Acting Grandmaster, but in fact violate the Favonius rules’. He 
hadn’t, after all, confirmed it explicitly. He’d only asked her not to divulge with anyone else. 


Another chuckle. ‘And on what do you base such... scandalous accusations?’ 
‘Observation, Sir Kaeya’. 


They were in front of the library doors by now, and he turned his one blue eye to her. His 
expression was that of someone who had accepted a duel. ‘Touche, milady’. 


Fisch] let out a heavy sigh, putting down the book she’d been reading. ‘Oh, how I grieve at this 
tribulation’. 


Chery looked up from her own book. They’d begun, for a while, a habit of spending time in the 
library, reading and discussing various novels. Fischl’s favourite character had just died. Chery 
could empathize well enough, remembering how Noelle had provided tissue after tissue one day 
when she’d finished a whole saga. 


‘Oh no, poor Sarah’, she expressed her condolences. But Fischl’s head shot up and she fixed her 
with a cold stare. Uh oh. Did she mess up the name? 


‘Oh right! I mean Sally’. 
Her eyes slitted. It clearly wasn’t Sally who had died either. 


*...Sandra?’ Fischl stood and started walking away, leaving Chery to call after her in the most 
hushed tone she could manage. Sasha! It was stupid old Sasha. ‘Fischl, wait!’ But the other girl 
only quickened her pace, as if deliberately trying to outrun her. She could see Oz the bird muttering 
some words of wisdom, which Fischl stubbornly ignored. 


Chery was quite certain Fischl had took to a sprint by the time she reached the door, for when she 
herself opened it, she was gone! She’d disappeared from the corridor so fast that Chery was 
inclined to think she’d hopped onto Oz’s back and flown off... if only Oz was a little bigger. It was 
absurd to get so riled up about a character name, but she knew how much those stories meant to 
Fischl. 


She sighed, heading back to the library, when someone from behind called her name. Her heart 
skipped a beat. It had not the desperation as from her dream, but that voice. She whirled around to 
meet the owner of it. 


The boy who’d been appointed the Honorary Knight of the Knights of Favonius. The traveller, 
Aether. 


He stopped in his tracks, appearing a little startled. In his hands was a large but messy bouquet of 
flowers. ‘Are you okay? You look really... shocked’. 


The momentary daze that had come over Chery now shattered. “Y- yeah’. 
“We brought some flowers for you!’ exclaimed Paimon, his floating guide. 


Aether laughed. ‘Well, it’s not from us. It’s a commission to deliver these to you’. Chery smiled, 
attempting to shake off the spooky feeling of hearing his voice. She took it with thanks, only to 
notice a label attached to the hastily tied ribbon. 


Meet me today at the Cider Lake boathouse at 5! 
She ogled a good while at the note with no sender’s details. This spooked her out even more. 


‘From a secret admirer!’ Paimon’s voice did the impossible of hitting even shriller notes than 
usual as she teased Chery. This earned a shush! from the traveller. Déja vu from their first meeting. 


Chery gave a sceptical uh huh, certain that she had zero secret admirers... especially someone 
who looked like she did. She didn’t return to the library until the two of them had left. If he’d been 
in her dream, and if that could all be real... 


She shook her head. Hopefully, it meant nothing at all. 


It wasn’t fair that she should always be the one to trek up to the workshop, he thought as he went 
out to the library, a book to be returned to a friend in his hand. Night time was near, and he hoped 
she hadn’t left. 


Peeking into the library, he was greeted by Lisa’s smiling face. ‘Hi there, Albedo. Here to see 
your cutie?’ 


My... cutie? He quickly dismissed it. Lisa was forever saying absurd things like that amongst the 
valuable discussion points she’d give. He sometimes marvelled at her duality. 


The librarian nodded to a random table to his left, where amidst stacks of thick volumes and 
papers was a girl softly dozing with her head on the table. He’d never seen Chery asleep, so this 
came as a bit of a surprise. 


‘Taking quite well after me, isn’t she?’ Lisa continued. ‘Poor thing. She must be exhausted after 
the work... and other things like chasing Fischl around the place’. She chuckled at that. Not to 
mention the shock she’d been met with when she’d complied with the note of her anonymous 
flowers. Chery had returned and vented to Lisa how she’d gone there with sword in hand, ready to 
bonk any creep on the head, when she’d only been presented with a marriage proposal by this 
small boy she’d rescued from some hilichurls last week. Apparently, it had taken all her effort to 
turn him down him without making him cry. 


Meanwhile, Albedo cringed at the last part Lisa had uttered. Fischl was a figure he strove to avoid 
by all means. People who talked in excess about matters that didn’t quite interest him never 
appealed to him, and the inordinate words this particular girl would spout out... he shuddered. As 
far as he knew from hearsay, Fischl didn’t have many friends. 


Anyhow, he stealthily placed on her table the novel she’d lent him with an excited You should 
seriously read this! It had been a good read after all. His fingertips lingered for a while on the book 
as he took in the sight of her peaceful slumber. 


“You were wondering how she could possibly want to befriend Fischl weren’t you?’ It was Lisa’s 
words that tore him away from his trance. 


Ah. There was the grand, talented witch speaking now. 


‘She’s an interesting kid that way’. She was gazing tenderly at her resting assistant. It was almost 
a look he’d seen parents give their children... a look he’d never received. “When you get to know 
her, you realize that she gets to know you even better. She’s very good at that. I think it’s because 
she didn’t receive it once, understanding’. 


When she was done, Albedo asked: ‘And why would you tell me this?’ 


The librarian’s eyes twinkled brighter as she looked straight at him, as though she knew 
something he didn’t. “Because I knew you’d gladly listen’. 


He was making his way back to the lab now. And as he did, he thought. Understanding. That was 
what he did, too. Exploring and comprehending the principles of the very world around him, their 
place in all of it. But he knew, even as he retreated to his desk and his studies, that the way she 
understood things was not that of his. 


The two girls stopped in front of the restaurant, gaping at the delicious dishes on display. Then 
they immediately turned to each other, coming to a consensus that it must be sacrificed for the 
greater good. 


Chery loved her desserts, but she couldn’t afford to have them too often, especially as a dancer. 
And Noelle was still on a diet after her customary cooking and food-tasting at Ludi Harpastum. 
And so they’d joined forces to develop a habit of clean eating, often sharing a satisfying salad at 
least once a week even after Noelle’s official contract with her was dismissed. 


They were still standing before the restaurant, though. Chery decided to take things into her own 
hands. “The art of avoidance, my dear Noelle, is simple’. And she power-walked away at top 
speed. Noelle caught up to her, taking note of her lady’s little pointers. Indeed, this seemed to be a 
most convenient way to ignore the sinful temptations while executing posture and dignity. 


Chery switched to a normal walk once they’d passed the shop, but the next one was a bakery, 
from which wafted the sweetest smell of pies. No matter! The two of them carried out the same 
plan as before. But even as they slowed down after passing that shop, the next one they came 
across had food too, and next on the other side of the path, until they were eventually sprinting all 
the way to the Knights. 


‘Perhaps we should take a different route next time, milady’, Noelle said in between pants. Chery 
nodded, though her mind still fantasized about how lovely that pie would have tasted. Laughing it 
off, they were about to go in when Chery noticed someone from the corner of her eye. Someone 
she’d been wanting to contact for some time, now, but had been avoiding for reasons she couldn’t 
place. 


The astrologist stopped as she noted the two people approaching her. “Ah, you, the Cygnus. So 
you finally decided to meet me again’. Chery knew then that one of those unfathomable reasons 
had been to not give this egotistic girl such satisfaction. Nevertheless, she was determined to get 
this sorted once and for all. But before she could start, Mona’s eyes fixed keenly on Noelle. 


‘Oh...’ Chery wasn’t sure if she wanted Noelle to hear- not because she was uncomfortable, but 
she was certain Noelle would troop around the potential “cold places” in Mondstat with a torch in 
hand in an attempt to burn them all down. Chery had heard from Lisa that she’d done something of 
the sort in the past for the Knights. It was a wonder she still wasn’t one even with all that 
commitment. 


Noelle got the idea and promised to wait for her at the entranceway without another thought. She 
and her dedication to privacy; that was what she represented through the many cloth roses on her 
person. 


Now, Chery took a deep breath before spilling out her disturbing dreams to Mona, who did that 
nod of hers all the while. She had to be quick, though. A meeting at headquarters was awaiting. 


‘It’s real’, was the first thing Mona said, and with such abruptness that Chery felt as though one of 
Klee’s bombs had dropped on her head. ‘There’s no need to worry about your heart, though. 
You’re perfectly fine... that is, until you come to where your visions get you’. Was this girl trying 
to help her or not? 


Chery gulped. ‘So, it’Il happen for sure?’ Mona nodded. Her expression betrayed no sign of 
burden, and her eyes didn’t soften for even a second. 


‘I could give you a precise reading of your fate. I can’t guarantee exactly which details will be 
specifically revealed, but-’ 


‘No’. Mona blinked, stunned at the sudden rebuke; then she sighed with slight irritation. ‘So 
you’re one of those people’. 


Chery knew what was implied by that. She’d always promised to herself that even if she got the 
chance to, she’d never have her future laid down at her feet. That wasn’t how she wanted to live 
life. 


“Well, it’s not as if it makes a difference’. Chery wondered if she was only imagining the prideful 
aura around this girl diminish. The cold gust of oncoming winter wind that passed by them seemed 
almost ruthless with its timing. ‘However, if it helps, I could simply advise you that this figure of 
your visions who either you hurt, or who hurts you... it’s your choice, once you identify who that 
is, if you wish to still care for them’. 


Chery wanted to cry. She didn’t like what she was hearing one bit. Still, she kept her chin up as 
she thanked the girl. ‘Do you... need any payment?’ 


The astrologist’s thick wall of ego came back up again as she declared that astrology could not be 
compared to money. ‘Although, I’ ve been craving a good satisfying salad...’ Another clean eater? 
But she quickly swatted the matter away, saying she would take her leave. 


Chery did too, hoping she wasn’t late for the meeting. However, the image of she, Mona and 
Noelle all sitting around a table with a satisfying salad between them depressed her more than any 
talk of fate she’d just heard. 


Kaeya noticed many things. Why, it was essential for survival, to be observant at all times. Among 
these things he took note of was how the eyes of the chief alchemist, who seemed to have been 
politely dying of boredom as they waited for the meeting to start, tore away from his notepad only 
upon the entrance of the librarian’s assistant. And she, in turn, spared him a cheerful wave as she 
took her place by Lisa. 


They were quite an unexpected pair, he wouldn’t lie. He wondered how exactly their chemistry 
worked. But first, he had an unratified challenge to get back at. 


It was a smooth meeting, a customary end-of-the-year affair to close things for the year. Chery 
was there with Lisa only as a scribe, but she gushed with a juvenile feeling of importance as she sat 
amongst Jean and all the Captains at the Knights. She was still finishing up her notes while most 
others left the room, including Albedo. She doubted he’d been listening much, anyway. Just the 
other day, he’d zonked out during a whole 15-minute ambush by the Adventurers’ Guild Head, 
Cyrus, after which he’d taken off at almost the same speed she’d power-walked today. She shook 
her head wryly. An academic to the bone, he was. 


But... then why did he bother spending time with her? Her rapidly moving quill slowed down as 
she pondered. 


‘Man, another year’. One of the remaining Captains stretched his arms in front of him. He was 
known to be one of the most casual of the Company leaders, besides Kaeya. ‘Wonder if I'll ever 
find a girlfriend’. 


That earned a snort from somewhere around the room. 


‘Aw, I’m sure you’ ll find one soon!’ said Outrider Amber, taking the empty seat closest to Chery. 
She had the most adventurous soul... and the sharpest nose. So sharp and vigilant that she’d 
jumped on Chery as she’d turned a corner one day with another pile of books. According to Amber, 
the books, which were then a tragic mess on the floor, had been covering her face, making her a 
very suspicious-looking person. 


‘But come to think of it, there aren’t many couples in this organization, are there?’ Amber 
wondered aloud. “Huh. I guess there’s just no one with that kind of thing going on between them’. 


‘Then I suppose everyone would be surprised if Albedo and I started dating’. 


The quill in Chery’s hand went for a six. She wasn’t the only one who now stared at Kaeya sitting 
coolly in a corner of the room. She cleared her throat. “With all due respect, Sir Kaeya, I really 
don’t see that happening’. 


‘And why would you say such a discouraging thing?’ Why had she spoken up? Well, for one, 
Albedo had branded Kaeya a nuisance for constantly pressing for a portrait done. But why did the 
smirk on the dude’s face provoke such a bad twitch in her eyebrow? 


“Well, I don’t believe it is my place to comment further on that matter’. 
‘No, no, go on. I’m open to any ideas’. 
Amber and the other Captain’s heads swivelled back and forth between these two. 


Chery shut her notebook, refusing to say anything more. She’d only be taking whatever bait 
Kaeya had laid out. Boy, he could be a real pain for a guy so charming. Seeing her status-quo, he 
leaned forward on the table he’d placed his elbows on. “Or is your deterrent coming from a wish to 
see yourself in my place in that context?’ 


Her brain did a double take. Where the heck had that come from? She strove to maintain a 
dignified demeanour. ‘I- I can’t imagine how you would come to such a conclusion’. 


‘Observation, my dear’. 


Their stares- one hard and the other victorious- and the tension that pervaded through the room 
made the others standing by want to duck down behind the tables. 


Yes, what a nuisance, indeed. 


The pattering of hard raindrops on the building’s exterior was comforting to Chery’s ears. It had 
been a long day, but she was glad she’d ended it well, the ominous predications of the morning 
notwithstanding. And by that, it was that she was triumphant to have finally confronted Fischl 
before she sneaked out of the library again. 


She’d blurted out an apology, and immediately felt ridiculous that she was atoning so seriously 
for a dead book character. Even a twinge of annoyance shot through her when Fischl still wouldn’t 
meet her gaze. But... those fantasy novels were where this girl found solace. It had been like that 
for so long that Chery knew there was no turning her views upside-down. And yet she had to let 
her know a piece of reality, if their friendship were to stay intact. 


‘Fischl, I already said I’m sorry’, said Chery, staring down the girl before her. Oz had been 
ordered strictly to stay quiet. “But it’s not as if ’d ever forget your name’. 


Fischl spared a tiny glance up at her. 


Chery smiled. It was working. ‘You’re Fischl, the Prinzessin der Verurteilung’. She hoped she 
was pronouncing correctly the title this girl had proclaimed for herself. However, that brief spark 
of eagerness for reconciliation seemed to have disappeared from Fischl. Oh well, that was all 
Chery could think of. Slightly dejected, she turned to leave, when, 


‘It’s Amy’. 


Chery looked back over her shoulder, shocked by the casual use of speech. Fischl had her face 
turned to a side, her arms crossed. Then, she left, and her raven hovered back uncertainly. “Uh, 
what Mein Fraulein means is- well-’ He seemed to be at loss for a translation, so instead trailed 
behind his mistress after bidding a quick ‘good evening’. 


Presently, the dim glow of the sconces on the walls imparted a soothing ambience to the girl 
walking down the hallway, humming to herself. The windows were being battered by the droplets 
carried on the howling night winds, trapping her inside until the storm would die down. Her duties 
for the day were done, so she’d taken a stroll around the building. She was on the corridor with the 
workshop, and was surprised to find the door to the lab ajar. 


Thick blackness awaited menacingly beyond the door. She felt uneased even as she stood at the 
entrance. She hated the dark- it was that from which had risen the monster that had scarred her, 
decided the next 8 years of her life. Even so, she had to do something about the wide-open lab. 
Perhaps Albedo had forgotten to lock it... though it seemed out of character for the ever-mindful 
alchemist. 


So with her feet planted firmly at the threshold, she pushed open the door, allowing the light of 
the corridor to seep in. It appeared to be deserted. 


“You're still he-’ 


Chery screamed and, on reflex, cranked the door further open until it whammed into whatever had 
spoken. Her hand scrambled for the light switch. In the dazzling illumination of the room was 
Albedo, keeled over a table, one hand at his nose. He had the hood of his lab coat up. 


She was in a flush of apologies, hoping she hadn’t cracked his nose. 


‘T’m starting to think that you might be even more destructive than Klee, in your own way’, was 
all he said with a chuckle. She huffed at that, muttering that it was an accident. He was... soggy. 
Even his fair locks were dripping despite the hood- the winds hadn’t spared him. 


She was invited for a seat at his desk while he dumped his coat on the chair opposite her. 
‘Dancing in the rain, were you?’ she asked. 
‘Moist soil is ideal for collecting the roots of Boom Blossoms’. 


‘So you choose the height of a ruthless storm to go out’. She laughed before resting her chin in 
her palms, elbows on the table. ‘Genius’. 


Perhaps it was that teasing smile coupled with the usage of that title in a way he hadn’t received 
before, that made him swallow a little. He looked away, opting to hunt for a towel. A soft hum 
filled the hush of the room, somehow cutting through the beating of raindrops. 


“You’ve been humming that tune quite often’. 


She looked startled. ‘Oh, I didn’t realize’. He sat opposite her, towel in hand. ‘It’s one of my 
favourite pieces, actually, by a Fontaine composer. It's about moonlight. There’s another one about 
moonlight, but that one sounds as if the moon is coming crashing to the ground...’ 


He listened to her ramble about her interpretations of the first piece, how it made her feel as 
though she were in a dream. A light rosiness would paint itself at the top of her cheeks whenever 
she spoke about something that excited her. It was a lovely sight. 


A moment of quiet lay between them once she was done. Like her, he’d resorted to gazing out the 
windows blurred by the rain. The flower vase she’d gifted still sat in its place; the white flowers 
popping out of it good as new as a result of his “magic”. 


Her mind wandered, uncalled, to the “observation” Kaeya had made this morning, and she fretted 
over what signs she unknowingly displayed for him to observe. Hanging out quite a bit with one 
person didn’t mean anything. Stupid Kaeya. Well, it was her own big mouth that had gotten her 
there in the first place. 


‘Could I ask why you go up to Dragonspine so much?’ she asked, hoping to distract herself. 


Albedo’s hair was fluffier than usual after all the drying, but the tips of his messy bangs were still 
plastered to his face. “Well, it is an interesting place for research and inspiration, and...’ He took a 
moment before answering, as if debating whether to tell her. ‘The cold and the snow. They remind 
me of my master’. 


That was the first she’d heard of that. “Your master?’ 
“Yes, she was the one who bestowed so much knowledge upon me. And... she raised me’. 


Chery thought for a while about this master of his. She sounded like a teacher, but the wistful 
tone he’d taken hinted that she was much more than that. His eyelids drooped, and the blue of his 
eyes was getting drowsy. With a sigh, he folded his head over the table, much to her surprise. 


‘I apologize that you have to see me like this’, he said. ‘But I seem to have a slight headache. I 
hope you don’t mind if I rest my head for a while’. 


She quickly shook her head, and down his forehead ducked into his arms. He must’ve been very 
tired. His damp indigo shirt still stuck to him. And the two braids running across to meet in a small 
half-ponytail at the back of his head- they were all still on. No wonder he had a headache. She 
could just slip it off for him- 


Whoa. She stopped her hand. She was lucky enough that he hadn’t shunned her as a creep the first 
time she’d touched his hair unauthorized. But judging from his evened breathing, he’d fallen 
asleep. 


She smiled to herself. He was still more or less an enigma to her, but at that moment, he looked 
like any other boy. Almost like a child who was still too young to know how to maintain himself 
right. 


She decided to help him in her own way by hanging his coat to dry on two hooks on the wall, 
before coming back to her seat. It was still such a rainy night. 


Chapter End Notes 


If you can guess the "piece on moonlight" by a Fontaine (hint:French) composer, you 
have my respect 


Chapter 11 


Chery sprinted at top speed out in the open land, her teeth chattering as she fought against the 
chilly rushes of air that tore at her as she ran. 5 am, 5 am, 5 am, she kept saying to herself. 


She’d awoken groggily to the light shaking of Noelle’s hand. She was back from her nightly 
patrol, and had found the lab door open as well as her lady still at the Knights. The rain had 
stopped, Albedo was missing, though his coat still hung on the wall. And around her shoulders was 
a woolly blanket. She’d fallen asleep on his desk without knowing it... and also drooled on a few 
of his notes. She bet he wouldn’t let her in the workshop again after he noticed. 


But right now, there were bigger things to worry about, like how her father would hang her for 
coming home at 5 am in the morning. 


The humid air caught in her throat as she gulped for breath, leaning on the front doors to her 
house. Unlocking it, she went in, praying to the Archons that he’d dozed off after work. The 
entranceway was empty with only a single light burning on the wall. So far, so good. She padded 
down the hallway and into the living room, striving for the stealth of a mouse. 


“You’re finally back’. 


She froze, caught red-handed. Papa was at the foot of the staircase, arms folded and expression 
incensed. He was, even at this time, in his full get-up. ‘I’d fallen asleep. But then I found you still 
not home, and I was going to go look for you’. His tone was devoid of its usual cheer. She gulped. 
‘Papa, I’m sorry-’ 


“Where were you?’ 

‘I- I was just at the Knights. I-’ 

‘And what were you doing until 5 am?’ 
‘Nothing! I fell asleep, that’s all’. 


He shook his head irritably. ‘I let you go out, have your own freedom and have your fun, and you 
can’t return home at a reasonable time?’ 


‘I told you, I fell asleep!’ Her own blood was starting to boil. ‘And I’m not a child anymore-’ 
‘But you are still my daughter!’ 


Chery shivered where she stood, and not only from her stockings now damp from the dew of the 
grass she’d raced through. He hadn’t raised his voice like this in a while. She bit back the tears... 
and the reproachful response that formed at the back of her mind out of pure annoyance: J wish I 
wasn’t. No, she wouldn’t say it. She wasn’t the horribly short-tempered girl she used to be, once. 
She’d been under this roof for so many years, around her parents more often than other kids 
usually were. So of course, he would act this way. 


He took off up the stairs without another word, and she waited for the sound of the door to his 
room to shut until she did so herself. 


And in the meantime, the chief alchemist returned to his lab to find his companion vanished... as 
well as a few of his papers wet, over which he decided to control his grief. Shame, though. He 


wasn’t done drawing her. 


Nearly the entire city had stepped outside to wade in the thick bundles of snow that had settled on 
the ground, and that included the members of the Knights of Favonius. A leisurely air hung 
around, even about Master Jean as Amber and Lisa chatted her up. 


The feelings that coursed through Chery as she joined the crowds outside were mixed. On one 
hand, warmth flooded her as she trudged through the pounds of soft stuff not all by herself, for 
once. As she watched Noelle rush off to help a boy who’d gone for a tumble down the Plaza stairs 
after missing a step under the deceptive snow packs, not for the first time. Apparently, a bunch of 
other unlucky things tended to happen around him over the year. 


And on the other was the dread of standing amidst a whole frost-covered world; the weight of an 
event that had not even occurred yet. The only consolation she gave herself was that Aether wasn’t 
anywhere close by. She hadn’t seen him around Mondstat City these few days, actually. It wasn’t 
time yet. Hopefully. 


She tried to immerse herself in the festive air, in the togetherness everyone had created, except 
for... 


It was only a quick change of heart that made her think better of gathering a snowball to shove at 
him. Instead, she hopped onto the Plaza wall he was seated on, making herself comfortable to his 
left. 


‘I was wondering when you’d come to pester me’, Albedo said, smiling down at the sketchpad in 
his hands. 


‘Pes-’ She should’ve gone for the snowball attack after all! “You’re blessed to have my attention, 
I tell you. Blessed!’ she said with a humph. Naturally, he laughed it off. 


Apparently, he couldn’t decide who to draw; there were simply too many happy people to choose 
from. Amongst the little bits and pieces of trivia she’d learned about him over these months, she 
found this one of the loveliest- how he’d enjoy capturing the transient moments of joy of those 
around him. It made her wonder, though, who’d be there to record his own spotlights of happiness. 


He asked her to suggest someone to draw. Fortunately, someone who easily caught her eye was 
nearby. ‘How about Kaeya?’ 


At that, he shot her an odd look, one eyebrow raised. “Does he really look like a happy person to 
you?’ The two of them glanced back at the Cavalry Captain before affirming a unified ‘nah’. 
Nevertheless, Albedo said he’d get that long-awaited portrait of him done with. 


‘Oh, Sir Kaeya!’ Chery called with a beam that radiated more danger than cheer. She wasn’t done 
getting back at him for that last observation. “Rejoice. Albedo is finally drawing you’. Kaeya, 
who’d approached the two on the wall, seemed quite satisfied to hear that. 


‘In fact, I’m already done’, Albedo proudly displayed his miraculously quick sketch. Chery burst 
out laughing when she saw. 


The paper consisted only of a circle with another coloured circle inside and a line going through 
it. ‘Indeed, only three strokes of the pencil are necessary to draw you. One for the face, one for the 
eyepatch string... and one for the eyepatch’. With this announcement was a most smug smile from 
the artist. Kaeya was unamused. 


Albedo continued. ‘As for payment, I accept even after-’ 
‘Forget it’. Kaeya marched away. 


Chery barely stopped herself from toppling over the wall as she still laughed. ‘How mean you can 
be’. And he seemed to accept that comment with pleasure. After a while, he inquired to her bare 
hands devoid of mittens. 


‘Oh, I just like to feel the snow with my own hands’, she explained. Though she did put on some 
gloves when it got unbearably chilly. It made her realize, all of a sudden, that he was wearing 
nothing much against the cold- no scarf, no coat, no mittens. 


‘Tm used to the cold’. Chery thought as much, what with his Dragonspine trips. 


‘All this snow... it must remind you a lot of your master, huh?’ He hadn’t been expecting that 
question, but she’d hit the nail. “The fact that you think of her so much must mean... you miss her’. 


There again was one of those random ideas tossed at him by her, which always left him a little 
speechless. His master: the strictest woman he knew, who’d nonetheless been his only “family” 
from the time he could remember. 


He nodded yes. 


Chery smiled. Then, she hoped she wasn’t prying too far as she pondered: ‘She must be lonely 
without you. She must miss you too’. At that, he chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. ‘I doubt it’, 
he said, tone flat. His gaze had shifted away from her and fixed on the crisp white ground. ‘Master 
has no time to expend on such sentiments’. It didn’t distress him- that was just the way his master 
was. How she’d always been. 


‘But how can you be so sure?’ Chery’s expressive eyes were directed right at him now. 


Was it the merriness in the surrounding air? The squeals and laughs of people that seemed to 
bounce off the new atmosphere that had set over only the two of them? Or just the fact that she was 
a very good listener? Maybe. It was one of those reasons that made him tell this girl a story, about 
himself. About the past he didn’t quite see the need to disclose to those around him. 


The small boy trekked up the path, mildly intrigued by how his breath no more left smoky puffs in 
the air before him. They were adventuring somewhere warmer this time, somewhere high up. 


To anyone else, he seemed like any ordinary child. But he knew he was different from the other 
kids he would spot on the way, the ones he never really talked to. He knew because it was one of 
the first things he’d been told by her. Today, however, he was called out by someone. 


A group of kids, like him and not. He had to get back to his master soon, or she’d be cross with 
him... but he supposed he could spare a moment for these children. The first thing they told him 
when he reached them, was that he was dressed funny. 


He looked down at himself- he was still in many layers as fitting the cold. He didn’t say anything, 
though. Instead, he observed them. Some of them had in their hands, white lily-like flowers. 
Cecelias. He’d already studied about them. Perhaps they were studying them, too. 


One of the boys seemed to catch where his attention was. ‘I’m going to give this to my mom!’ he 
said with a smile. His front tooth was missing. 


“Why? Does she need it? Or does she want it?’ Albedo spoke up. The kid looked confused, but 
answered: ‘Well, I don’t know if she needs it or wants it, but I sure do want to show her how much 
I love her!’ 


There it was again. Love. The thing that apparently everyone had a right to since birth. But he 
wasn’t like everyone else. That was when one of them- a girl- held out a cecelia to him. ‘Here. Do 
you wanna give one to your mom?’ 


Mother. The figure who nurtures and cares for a child. He’d never been of an age where one 
would be cradled carefully in the arms of others. Yet was that who she was to him? 


Even as he pondered so, he accepted the flower, and took off. As he followed the winding path up 
the mountain, he wondered what her reaction would be like... what she’d think he was trying to tell 
her. What was he trying to tell her? He wasn’t entirely sure, but the inside of his small chest 
flooded with a feeling warmer than anything he’d ever experienced before; a burning sensation of 
anticipation. There she was, her back turned to him as she tinkered with some crucibles. He 
couldn’t wait. 


‘Master’. 


Her shrewd eyes- beautiful, but unusual- fell on him. They’d always intimidated him a bit, but 
maybe, just maybe now they’d soften, the way he’d seen women’s gazes melt as they embraced 
their children. She asked him what the matter was. 


He thrust the flower up to her with both hands. She didn’t waver. ‘We already have enough 
cecelias’. He winced a little, yet tried again. It was for her, he said. 


‘I don’t need any’. 


His hands lowered, slowly. It was almost as if something had just dropped out from where his 
heart lay. It didn’t hurt, it only felt... empty. 


She watched as he blinked his bright blue eyes once, then turned to make for his workspace. 


Back in the interior of their cosy home, Albedo was whipping up something warm for him and 
Klee. She was still at the doorway, wiggling off all the snow that she’d gotten in her boots and her 
pointy ears and everywhere else. He hoped she wouldn’t catch a cold. 


He could see himself reflected in the dark liquid in his mug. 


‘Still, you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for that recommendation letter of hers and all right? So, 
she wanted you to end up somewhere good’. 


He smiled to himself, recalling how Chery’s bright eyes had shone with optimism in an effort to 
cheer him up after listening to his story. He’d said he wasn’t bothered by it, but she insisted 
stubbornly that his master had cared deeply for the child she’d raised, perhaps in her own way. 
Yes, he didn’t deny that some care had been there, but it was the depth of it that he couldn’t 
fathom. It was odd. That girl knew nothing about him in that way, or his master, and yet she’d 
spoken as if she was certain of it. 


‘Whoopee! That was lotsa fun!’ Klee bounced onto a chair at the small, round dining table, 
curling herself up against the cold. He joined her with the mugs of hot chocolate, but his mind 
couldn’t quite focus on her chatter about the bushels of snow she’d blown up this time. Instead, it 


went back to a memory, perhaps a week after the cecelia incident. A trivial piece of the past, he 
was sure. 


He’d returned to their campsite with the results of his recent assignment, and on his desk was a 
big, fat book. He’d just finished one like it, and now here was another. He sighed. Master was 
persistent in her demands. No matter, he’d only be gaining more knowledge; uncovering more of 
the world. He had to stand on his toes a little to lift the bulky book... and there was something else 
underneath it. Another, very thin book, with only pictures of flowers- detailed pictures. It would 
make things easier for his drawing references. It had been out of stock in the store he’d checked at 
last, but now, here it was. 


Yes, a totally insignificant memory, Albedo thought now, sipping on his drink. But as he 
reminisced, somehow, the chocolate in his hands tasted a lot sweeter. 


Chery tossed her gloves on a sofa, but found it too chilly to stretch her arms up. 
‘Had fun?’ 


She nodded in response to her father’s question, not quite meeting his eyes. Things were still a 
little sour between them; at least, that was the impression she got. Their arguments, though few, 
tended to last this way. 


‘Then will you come help me for a second?’ She wondered what it could be, but followed him 
anyway. He led her all the way to the round room where her ballet classes were conducted, and out 
stretched his hand to her. 


‘Have a dance with me, cherie’. She certainly was surprised by that request, but she could tell 
where he was going. Good old Papa. 


There was no music, and not much light. He didn’t need any- he was the best dancer she knew. 
She also knew that he’d loved swinging her mother around the room, just as he did now. But as she 
looked into his eyes- the ones that hers resembled so much- she knew that he was not looking at 
the past, but at her, his daughter. She smiled. 


‘I thought I should give a few more dances before my knees give way’, he said as he twirled her 
in place. She laughed, saying he was talking like an old man. 


‘And also’, he continued, eyelids shutting for a moment. ‘Before someone whisks you away’. 


She glanced at where his hand clasped hers. It did not tighten in the least. “No one’s going to 
whisk me away, Papa’. 


His eyes were open again- a steady green now greying with time- and he was smiling. ‘Come 
now, sweet flower. Let’s not lie to ourselves’. 


She felt like crying on hearing that. But that was the future, and she didn’t know when it would 
come. For now, they were here, in the wide room where they swayed to a non-existent rhythm, 
even as the last few snowflakes for the year tumbled down outside. 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


The sea was rougher than usual today- and that meant very rough, so much so that their watchman 
toppled overboard at one big lick of a wave. 


One of the three inhabitants in the captain’s quarters was concerned about this, and that being 
none other than the captain. Her two companions, however, were utterly useless. 


‘Undulating waves, surging forward claw the beach...’ sang Kazuha in his holiest haiku tone. His 
eyes were shut as if to intensify the calmness of his manner. None of this, however, eased the 
twitching of Captain Beidou’s eyebrow. 


‘Kazuha’, she said flatly. “You’re not helping’. 


Mafu, who was sitting opposite to the boy at the small square table, then leaned in to him, 
finishing his haiku: ‘reclaiming its own’. 


‘Oh, luxurious sea lords! You kids these days!’ Beidou shook her head wryly, her long, dark mane 
swishing like ocean waves. 


“What’s this, Beidou? Are you owning up to your age?’ Kazuha was nonchalant to the highest, 
even as the captain’s one eye scrunched into an intimidating glare. She wasn’t old at all, he knew 
perfectly well. 


‘Careful, man’, Mafu whispered, cautiously suppressing a giggle. ‘You might not need a wave to 
throw you overboard’. The ronin samurai only smiled with an apology for his cheek. 


Mafu had gotten accustomed to the constant feeling of being tossed around like an egg in a frying 
pan out at sea. The yellow ceiling lantern rattled as the ship voyaged through the wide expanse of 
ocean stretching from the Inazuma Islands to the rest of Tevyat. 


‘By the way, you two are coming to match each other more each day’, Beidou commented before 
taking a swig of beer. ‘It scares me, sometimes’. 


Kazuha and Mafu glanced at each other. Coincidentally, both of them had eyes of a vibrant red, 
which often led to speculations that the two of them were related in some way. Even their sword 
technique bore remarkable identicality- the consequences of having trained together. And the 
newest addition was the bandage on Mafu's left hand, much like that on his right. Damn. That was 
scary. 


Kazuha, being the polite fellow he was, had inquired to it only to provide any assistance with the 
bandages. She said she had it covered, though, as she did a lot of things in her life. Lately, 
however... 


With a sigh, she leaned back against the wooden walls of the cabin, through which reverberated 
the footsteps and muffled voices of the crewmates. It soothed her. She held up her left forearm to 
the light, chuckling as she remembered her clumsy accident with the powers of her own Pyro 
Vision while on one case, which had resulted in the bandage. Above it, on her wrist, was the ever- 
present bracelet. A neat little collaborative craft of Liyue and Inazuma- a platinum fox-head charm 
over pink-painted flower petals. It was good quality, too! Her intuition never failed her. 


A loud cry from the deck announced that the watchman had reached salvation; all was well. 
“Youll be meeting her again?’ Kazuha’s mellow red irises were on her. ‘Your friend?’ 


He was one of the few people she’d talked about Chery to. He and Beidou. Besides, he himself 
had said that he, once, had had a friend just like Mafu’s. That friend was one of the very reasons 
this wandering samurai travelled to and fro on the seas. 


Mafu nodded. She’d made a promise to go to the Lantern Rite this year with her, after all. “Not 
right away, though. I’ve got a few fun stuff on my plate’. That was more or less all she said about 
her detective work. It wasn’t like she was allowed to disclose much, anyway, despite being Chief 
Detective. That was enough for Kazuha, though. It wasn’t the information about a person that 
mattered the most, after all. Rather, the ambience of spending a good few hours next to 
them. 


Yes, fun. As long as it was anything that kept the nagging loose ends she had with her home 
country- particularly that holy institute she used to be part of- at bay, it was thereby declared fun. 


She lifted her head off the wall. That was enough moping, especially in front of her travel mates. 
Man, did she need a good pull of a smoking pipe just about now. ‘Oh, Beidou’. Her devious smile 
was a Satisfying sign for the captain- young, spirited lads always were! Besides, she was the only 
one who let Mafu drink despite still being underage according to Inazuman law. 


Kazuha laughed lightly, his own indication that he’d be joining in. And so those three people in 
the cabin forgot their worries, at least for a while, in the bittersweetness of intoxication. 


Albedo leaned over the railing of the city walls, feeling the breezes of a fresh year skim his face 
while he waited for his assistant to gather her precious sacks of bones from various persons in the 
city. He looked up from the poetry book in his hands- the one he’d received from a certain 
someone for his last birthday- and out at the events of a bustling day, surveying the typical aspects 
of mundane lives: some were happy and some were not. 


Directly below him was a couple on a bench, sharing some pudding or the like. They certainly 
seemed happy, what with all the giggling and the goo-goo eyes. The girl was in all titters as she 
dove her spoon into the pudding and directed it to her boyfriend with a ‘Say aaaaah!’ The guy 
obliged gladly. 


Huh. Good for them. He wondered for a moment whether any of these ordinary aspects of life 
would reach him at any point. Well, this little episode he just witnessed surely would not. 


‘All set, Mr. Albedo’. Sucrose returned with a bright beam, her fluffy ears twitching under her 
hair. It was nice to see her so elated- bone collecting was her craze, after all. 


They made their way back to the Favonius headquarters. Right outside the building, they came 
across Chery, listening with a book in hand, to two Knights. That was apparently a new task she 
had- taking note of basic patrol reports. She had her nose in her book most of the time, to avoid eye 
contact, he was sure, but he still thought she was doing quite well. She did, after all, look up briefly 
once in a while to laugh at some anecdote one of those Knights shared. It was, in one of those 
moments, that she glanced to her right and saw him. 


She waved with a smile as brilliant as the sun. 


Now, it would be quite a nice sight if she wore that same smile with some dessert in her hands. 


And maybe if she held out a spoonful of it to him with a Say aaaaaah- 


‘Um, Mr. Albedo, why did we stop?’ He returned to reality with an impactful thump to his brain 
as Sucrose’s confused face greeted him. He hadn’t realized that he’d halted and was still staring in 
the direction Chery was in. He cleared his throat, restraining himself from hitting the side of his 
head to get rid of the remnants of that weird fantasy. 


‘It’s nothing. We can continue’. 


Oh, Lisa, Lisa, Lisa. How conniving her mentor could be sometimes. 


Lisa and her assistant had come back from a book collecting expedition from those long overdue, 
in which the cranky librarian had her fun shocking one man who’d forgotten to return his book 
since he was constantly drunk. She claimed she was enjoying the little things in life, and one such 
thing was shocking drunkards (although she herself drank). However, she was always met with 
disappointment when Chery refused to lend her hydro powers to serve as a wonderful electricity 
conductor. 


It was on this faithful day that Lisa announced a new duty for her. Well, to be fair, she’d said, she 
would trade a few sit-in tasks Chery had for more outdoorsy ones. She claimed her little pet was 
getting too pale by being cooped up in the library for so long. 


‘Go out, have fun!’ She cheered, contradicting her own words as she already prepared herself for 
a nap. But Chery was on edge imagining herself having to meet new people every day. 


“Who would want me to be the first thing they see when they get back?’ she said quietly. 


Though she’d eased herself onto her desk, Lisa opened her eyes again. ‘Anyone would want to see 
a pretty face after some hard work’. Her smile was lopsided as her head lay sideways on the table, 
but it was sincere. 


The first few days, Lisa had promised to accompany her so that she’d feel more confident, 
although it almost always ended up with her having to pry her recoiling assistant away from behind 
her. And even after the rest was left to her alone, she realised it wasn’t so bad. The stares... she 
could deal with. But like her very first days visiting the Knights, not many people even commented 
on her scar. And one woman who did, only said: ‘Damn, that's cool’. 


Presently, Chery let out a wry chuckle as she recalled all this, patting her satchel full of leafy 
materials. The top of her right arm still stung from the cut she’d gotten when reaching for an 
exotic-looking flower that lay in the middle of some viciously curling thorns. 


Anyhow, she waved hi to Timaeus and deposited the satchel on a table at the small site he and 
Albedo had set up outside city walls. It was rather satisfying to be able to recognize the set- up of 
their latest experiment- she’d picked up the very basics of alchemy after watching them for so long. 


As he took the materials she’d collected, Albedo noticed the angry red gash on her. After hearing 
her explanation, ‘My apologies. I should’ ve informed you better on these plants- they come with a 
protective cover of thorns’, he said, before tilting his head like a bird. “You could’ve simply left it, 
though, without hurting yourself’. 


She thought the answer should be obvious. “Well, you needed it, didn’t you?’ He seemed to 
ponder for a while on that, before inviting her to take a seat on a stool. She laughed as he made a 
fuss of dressing the wound. 


‘It was my fault, basically, so I should take responsibility’, he insisted, and the firmness of his 
tone startled her, making her give in. 


‘So... what did Mona discuss with you this time?’ She wasn’t looking directly at him as he bent 
over, tending to her arm. She was referring to the other day she’d seen Mona casually exit the 
workshop. 


He, though, spared her a sidelong glance. “Would you like to know?’ She liked listening to him 
ramble about all the fancy science stuff they investigated. He was the most talkative when it came 
to talking about them, after all. Only, Chery didn’t understand some of it. She sometimes wished 
she did. 


Apparently, Mona had the chance to accompany the traveller on some quest. “His talents are 
quite interesting to observe- not to mention his little floating friend’. He was referring to Aether, 
who he’d spent some time on Dragonspine with. 


Albedo was nearly done with her bandage. She hadn’t realised how close up they were- close 
enough that she had a clear view of the yellow diamond mark on his neck. For ages, she’d 
wondered what it was. Had it always been there? Had he done it himself? What did it feel like... 


He came to an abrupt stop in tying the bandage as he felt a soft caress on his skin. 


Oh, so it was just a mark, Chery thought curiously, until their eyes met. The tips of her fingers 
were still at his neck even as they stared at each other for a good while. And Timaeus, who’d been 
about to ask his teacher a question, was frozen in place with all of his face save his eyes covered 
behind a book. 


The speed at which she frantically retracted her hand made her tumble backwards, stool and all. 
Heat rushed within her even as Albedo offered her a hand up. OA, hell, no! She picked herself up, 
blurted out a quick apology and raced off at top speed. 


The chief alchemist, meanwhile, watched her go, his hand straying to where her cool touch had 
been. 


I did not do that, I did not do that. Yes, she had done that. She was so close to banging her head on 
the library doors she stood before. What a reputation she had for being the ultimate creep. 


She entered, her mind set on being invisible to him for the next few days. 
“Oh, sweetie’. 
‘Ah, Chery’. 


She blinked as both Lisa and Kaeya addressed her at once... and both had equally sweet smiles 
which clearly had the intention of murder underneath. They were definitely up to no good. 


‘It seems that we need you help’, Kaeya said as she approached them. ‘Please use your hydro 
Vision on Lisa’. 


‘Do use your hydro Vision on Kaeya’. 


Chery was getting muddled hearing the two of them say contradictory things simultaneously. 
‘So... you want me to drench both of you?’ 


‘One of us’, Lisa said, still beaming. From the looks of it, a friendly conversation had flared into 
a small dispute between them. Chery thought through her purpose in this fall out. Ah. If she chose 
Kaeya, Lisa would electrocute him, and if Lisa were chosen, Kaeya would freeze her over with his 
Cryo Vision. Wow. 


Chery only smiled. ‘But Visions are not for that purpose’. 


The other two appeared disappointed, but then turned to each other as though realising the 
immature adults they’d just been. Lisa sighed. ‘Oh well, I suppose I should settle for a normal 
shock’. But even as she reached out her hand, Kaeya quickly stepped back to deflect. 


He chuckled. ‘Uh-ah. Sorry, Lisa, but I think [Il be getting away today’. His back was to Chery. 
The very guy she’d had a crush on for she didn’t know how long. With one flick of her hand, he 
was now a dampened man. Even before he could register his fate, Lisa perked up at the 
opportunity and- 


Zap! 


‘That’s my little pet! Oh, you’ve learned so well!’ The librarian was now affectionately stroking 
her assistant’s hair. 


Kaeya did not rejoice. “You women are evil’. And even as he left the library and for the rest of the 
day, the other Knights wondered just why the Cavalry Captain’s shoulders kept shooting up as 
though a shock had hit him. 


“You two don’t fight often, though, do you?’ Chery said as she took a seat beside Lisa. True, they 
were two of the most laid-back figures at the Knights, and were on rather good terms with each 
other. The librarian’s coy giggle of an answer could not account for the volumes of danger she 
radiated at times. 


Once again, someone stepped into the library. Chery wanted to leap out the window. 


“You... forgot your satchel’. Albedo held up the stupid thing, Richard the fluffy bunny and all. 
She immediately stood and marched up to him in total silence. Even as she accepted the bag, she 
was aware of Lisa indulging in the sight of their absolute awkwardness. She dreaded what gears 
were turning inside her head. 


Neither of them made the first move to retreat, until the eventuality Chery had been afraid of 
happened. 


“Will you be going to see the Lantern Rite, Albedo?’ The librarian’s honeyed words sounded 
more like a deadly weapon. He said yes, he had business there. Lisa, no, Chery tried to convey with 
her eyes turned to the size of saucers. Lisa smiled. Lisa, yes. “Why, Chery was saying that she’d be 
going, too. Why don’t you two go together?’ 


Chery suddenly wished she’d drenched her mentor instead. She quickly protested, telling him 
they didn’t have to, she was going with a friend anyway. ‘Sure’. 


Chery had to stop in between her objections to register his answer. He didn’t meet her eyes. In 
fact, this was one of those rare occasions seeing him slightly... bashful. It didn’t lessen her desire 
to want to crawl under her desk. 


There again was the fruit of the plans contrived in the drowsy head of the librarian. 


Chapter End Notes 


"Undulating waves" haiku by Carole Mathys 


Chapter 13 


She’d always been captivated by the view of the tiny yellow lights that lit up the sky, far away 
from her home, and wondered about the magic that must happen in the centre of all of it. Now, 
being right there where she’d dreamt of, she realised that the world was a very big place. 


Like Mondstat, the City of Contracts had an entirely new air over it during festivities: over its 
streets, its people and the sky itself. Most lanterns were kept in during the day, but on ground was 
already a variety of attractions. It was in the midst of one of those on the outskirts of Liyue, that 
they found themselves, killing time. The number of vendors had doubled, thrusting out their 
services at every passer-by. 


Albedo, being the practical guy he was, had offered to start off from her place itself without 
wasting time again in the city. Although, the gawking faces of Rosie and Maria upon his arrival 
made her wish that he hadn’t been so pragmatic after all. The maids had been thoroughly 
disappointed to learn that no, they were not dating, but it didn’t quite diminish their giggles until 
Chery swerved him out the door by the shoulders. 


Apparently, he only had some business there with the author he illustrated for, and had no 
intention of staying till nightfall for the full height of the festivities, unlike her. 


‘So... you’re just gonna go and dump me there?’ she asked on the way. 


He looked thoughtful for a while before answering, ‘Something of the sort’, at which she could 
not cease expressing her disbelief. 


It was the last day of the celebrations, and Mafu still hadn’t showed up. This time, they’d be 
there, basking in the glory of being encompassed by the excitement of life. At least, that was what 
Mafu had grandly promised. But now, walking through the streets of stalls not with her, but with 
someone new in her life... Chery felt the pangs of a jumble of both guilt and satisfaction. 


She still couldn’t fathom why he’d agreed to go with her, though. For one, he liked working alone, 
she knew, and the other... yeah. Having people touch you on the neck and then agreeing to 
accompany them on a long journey. She wondered if he was in his right mind. 


‘Anyhow’, he’d said while Chery still complained about his plans to ditch her. ‘Perhaps you 
could be my assistant for the day’. The smile with which he’d said that still lingered in her mind for 
some reason, even as they strolled side by side, wondering which item of amusement to entertain 
themselves with. In her hands were already some purchases- though not for herself. She wondered 
if they’d run into Noelle, Barbara and Amber- an odd trio, who had nevertheless decided to go 
together yesterday. 


Her attention fell on one booth to her right. The kind she’d once made a single unforgettable visit 
to because of a certain brat. Albedo’s eyes followed hers, wondering why she was staring so 
intently at it. “You seem to want to enter it’. 


She started at his comment. It wasn’t a... suggestion, was it? ‘N- no, I was just remembering how 
I’d been there once’. Both of them looked at each other for a moment as she realised the 
implication of her revelation. His gaze didn’t focus on her as he mumbled ‘I see’. 


‘H- hold on! You don’t even know the full story’. Should she tell him? Well, it wouldn't hurt too 
much, she supposed. 


‘Holy-’ Mafu was positively drooling as she ogled at the prize for a couples' game stall- two 
matching bracelets of utmost adorableness. The salesperson did her customary yell for lovebirds to 
come join the fun. 


Chery and her friend stood by the stall, watching as a few duos did enter. Then, 


“We’re a couple!’ Chery felt her hand involuntarily hoisted up beside her, accompanied by Mafu’s 
grinning face. No, no, no, the nutcase! She was ruthlessly dragged in by Mafu, despite her protests 
as well as her urge to kick her in the ankles. When Mafu wanted something, especially something 
to win, she wanted it. Period. 


Thankfully, the game wasn’t too big a matter, mostly featuring a few minigames with their hands 
bound together with their "partner" and one lightning session of the lovebirds sitting at square 
tables and proving how much they knew of each other and how compatible they were. 


‘So’. Mafu appeared self-congratulatory. “‘What’s it like having me as your girlfriend?’ 


“You look ravishing’, Chery deadpanned, her long brunette locks then shielding the side of her 
face. She appeared to be issuing a death warrant rather than a compliment. 


Another grin. ‘That’s the spirit!’ 


Everything went quite smoothly, much to their relief, until the stall lady came to their table and 
raised an eyebrow. ‘You two really are a couple, aren’t you?’ 


If Mafu was alarmed, it didn’t show under her carefully crafted veneer. Chery thought that was 
the end of Mafu's wild dream, when her friend grabbed her hand and- 


Smack! 


Chery couldn’t decide whether to laugh or to grimace about the fact that her best friend had just 
kissed her hand. ‘Oh, honey’. Chery giggled, partly to relieve the bout of laughter that threatened to 
explode from her. ‘I’ve told you not to do that in public’. The lady’s eyebrow shot up further, but 
she then went away saying how wonderful they looked together. 


Yes, they won. 


‘Hope I don’t get some bacterial infection from doing that’, Mafu mopped at her mouth as they 
walked away from the stall. Chery held out her wrist, admiring the little trinket wrapped around it, 
and thinking: well, even if she did get some kind of infection, it was totally worth it. 


Albedo was in a full peal of chuckles after hearing that, much to Chery’s discontent. “What are you 
laughing about? Be glad I trusted you enough to tell you this’. 


‘Oh, no’, he said with the lightest tone she’d ever heard him take. ‘I was just wondering what sort 
of... feats you might have overcome in order to be so convincing as to win’. 


“What kind of weird thoughts are you getting, you creep?’ she said in between gritted teeth. 
Honestly, this jerk. 


Since they’d halted before the couples’ game stall in front of them, they were ambushed by the 


hostess, who was already pushing them in despite their protests of not being a couple. 


‘Come, come, now. Of course, you make a wonderful match!’ she sang. “One handsome young 
man and such a pretty-’ She broke off with a gasp. Chery knew exactly what had shocked her. And 
with her head bent down to the ground, she excused herself. 


Albedo watched her quickly slip out of the stall. 
The hostess was in a desperate mess. ‘W- wait! I’m ever so sorry! Please do come back!’ 


His mind was thrown back to when he’d gone to return the satchel she’d left at his site. He’d 
asked one passing Knight for her. And his answer: “Oh, that girl with the-’ Albedo watched, his 
expression calm as ever over the revulsion building up inside him as the guy drew a line with his 
finger over the side of his face, then broke into a laugh. Before he left, Albedo only spared one 
hard remark to him. “We’re not talking of the same person, I feel’. 


Such a severe tone took over him again as he spoke to this lady. 


Chery had gone quite a distance before she realized her companion was not with her. When he 
finally did return, she inquired as to what had held him back. ‘You needn’t worry about it’ was all 
he gave. Looking back over her shoulder at the stall they’d left, she wondered what he’d really 
done. 


The stares and the gasps and the moments of stupefaction as they perceived the sight before them- 
it made her not want to exist at that moment. Harsh names from figures of her childhood, and those 
of not so long ago too. She was used to it all now, she said. All the while, his eyes didn’t leave her 
lopsided smile. 


‘Besides’, she started. ‘It’s not like that stall would’ ve been of much use to us’. He didn’t answer. 


He finally decided that they should get going to see his “business associate”, when he came to an 
abrupt stop before another stall, this one selling drawings, said to have been done by the owners of 
the stand themselves. There was one amongst them which Chery recognized, one she’d seen being 
produced with the true fondness of an artist: probably the most expertly done sketch from the 
bunch, of an idyllic landscape. ‘Isn’t that...?’ 


“Yes. It’s the exact same sketch I once submitted for an exhibition’, Albedo affirmed, before 
giving a cynical chuckle. ‘How bold of them, thinking they can feign my creation for themselves’. 
This side to him, both here and as they’d left the previous booth- Chery had seen it only once 
before. It was almost... a little scary. 


Then he sighed. “Well, their sham efforts will, for sure, come to light someday’. 
‘Oh, we’re gonna do something before that’. 


Albedo glanced at her, startled. ‘I beg your pardon?’ But she only heaved in a deep breath and 
asked him to follow her lead before she changed her mind and chickened out. Her pulse 
jackhammered as she marched towards the stall; this was something Mafu would do, not her. 


She took a lofty stance with her chin up and cleared her throat conspicuously until one of the 
salespeople turned to her. ‘Excuse me, sir, but there’s something we’d like to discuss with you’. 
The vendors exchanged bemused looks, but complied anyway. They didn’t even seem to take the 
likes of an artist. 


‘I am the assistant of this person right next to me’, she gestured to the satchel full of art utensils 


swung on her friend’s shoulder, ‘who is one of the greatest artist geniuses of his nation: Mr. 
Alphonso’. Albedo gave her a withering look, and as he thought to speak up- “Unfortunately, he 
cannot speak’. He clamped his mouth back shut, his scowl growing deeper. 


The vendor’s brows furrowed. This was ridiculous; no way this would work. 


But if Mr. Alphonso could speak, she explained, he would’ ve mentioned what a shame it was that 
one such marvellously done sketch should be overshadowed by a few trivial flaws. The salesman 
reared up at that, and she was sure a bead of sweat trickled down her forehead. 


‘Ah, twas not an offence of any sort, sir. In fact, Mr. Alphonso is grieved that rare talent like so 
might not be allowed to flourish because of such trifles’. She noticed from the corner of her eye as 
Albedo went up to his drawing and tapped it with the expression of a corpse, clearly proving his 
grief. 


‘So, we'd like to offer you a deal where this sketch could successfully earn a profit under our 
trademark. That way, it would be sold while promoting your exceptional talent twofold. Plus, the 
profits we will happily return to you. We only care about the eminence of a rising artist’. She 
plastered on a smile she’d seen on shrewd salespeople trying to sell her incense sticks. 


The conmen made a huddle-up, some whispering yes, they had heard of a prolific Mr. Alphonso 
somewhere. If they’d bought her bluff so far, man, these guys really were dumb. Her insides 
gushed with incredulous elation as one of the men picked the sketch up from its stand and headed 
towards them. 


‘Sounds like a good deal to me- only if we get all the profits back’. She nodded hastily, ready to 
extend her hands- 


‘So we need a contract. And some proof’. 


Ah. Here they were in the City of Contracts itself, and yet she hadn’t thought that far. She 
couldn’t even read the look on Albedo’s face as he stood frozen next to her. She had proclaimed 
him speechless, after all. 


‘R-right... well...” Her brain screamed a silent no/ as the guy slowly drew back the drawing. His 
expression soured as he took note of her hesitation: “Wait a minute-’ 


‘Uh huh, nice meeting you’. With one quick sweep, she seized the drawing out of his grasp and 
grabbed Albedo’s hand with hers. 


Albedo had been prepared for failure, but not for his hand to be yanked at until he nearly felt his 
arm socket pop. The angered cries of the conmen behind them faded into the distance as she 
threaded in and out of the streets at a sprint, and he, meanwhile, flapped like a flag being towed 
after her. 


But... only a number of sensations could he register at that moment. His line of vision filled with 
the back of her figure and their hands knotted together; the cool sea breezes of Liyue Harbour 
whose inherent saltiness he’d tasted a million times. And that which he thought which penetrated 
ever so slightly through the material of his glove- the warmth of another’s hand in his... the same 
warmth that had taken him by surprise the other day. 


Plus, the ache in his strained arm joint. He smiled. This girl was all kinds of surprises. 


‘Hey, isn’t that...?’ 


Aether’s and his travel companion’s heads alike swivelled to follow the sight of two friends from 
Mondstat tearing through the crowds of Liyue at top speed, hands linked. That wasn’t something 
you saw every day. And although they caught only a fleeting glimpse of the duo, the new, odd 
kind of expression they never expected to see alighting the serious face of the mysterious alchemist 
was unmistakable. 


Well, no wonder. Aether couldn’t help but smirk as he recalled the number of iterated drawings of 
a single subject on the pages of the sketchbook he and Paimon had rescued for Albedo while on 
Dragonspine. As well as the alchemist quickly retracting said book from their hands as they'd 
sneaked a peek. 


Anyway, he had other matters to attend to at the moment, such as one emo dude as stubborn as a 
mule, who he had the intention of bribing with almond tofu. Yes, clever traveller. 


It was a tad too late when Mafu returned. Chery had already left in the morning, informed her 
maids, with a “striking young man”. Mafu didn’t say much; she was quite tired, anyway. With the 
maids, she left a battered paper before she took off again with the letter her friend had left for her- 
in case Mafu did arrive- in her hand. She didn’t read it, though. 


Cue the countless stares of the citizens of Liyue at the two kids who’d tumbled onto a small plot of 
green within the city. 


‘So am I your best assistant or am I your best assistant?’ Chery’s tired pants were streaked with 
breathless laughs. 


‘Don’t expect me to betray Sucrose’. She couldn’t tell if he was smiling behind the hand over his 
mouth. When she passed over the sketch they’d pilfered, he said: ‘You are insane. Why did you go 
to such lengths for this?’ 


Slivers of the memory of that one sunny day she’d spent out with him and Klee drifted back to 
her. His bright eyes relaxed and content as his pencil moved to a rhythm only he could hear, amidst 
Klee’s delighted noises at catching lizards for more gunpowder. 


“You looked really happy sketching it’, was all she said. He gazed for a while at her face, still in 
explosions of pink from all the running. 


The conmen probably wouldn’t call the authorities on them; that would mean having to expose 
their own swindles. Still, the two of them had their heads down low as they went to meet this 
author Albedo illustrated for. That meeting, however, had gone rather oddly, what with this writer 
ushering them out of his own home with a hushed ‘Please follow me, my lieges. And do let’s keep 
a low profile’. Why, this day seemed to be full of clandestine activities. 


Twilight had set into the sky with its signature magenta hues, dotted already with several yellow 
lights. Chery watched as children skipped about, their hearts probably brimming with the wishes 
they hoped to send with the hand-made lanterns in their hands. 


“Well, your job is done, Mr. Alphonso’, she said, laughing internally at his look of distaste at his 
new name. ‘I guess this is farewell’. At that, he broke into a smile- that same complacent one he’d 
had when presenting his three-stroke Kaeya portrait. 


‘Actually’, he patted his bag, ‘I have a commission to complete, which requires the lantern-filled 
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sky’. 
Her jaw dropped open. ‘You lied to me?’ 
His smugness seemed to shoot up to the sky. This guy. 


With a disgruntled huff, she suggested getting their own lanterns made. They trekked up to a 
more elevated and secluded part of the city, where Albedo set down his easel. She felt more at ease 
here, away from the madding crowds, but still part of them. She snatched up one of his 
paintbrushes. “What are you gonna wish for?’ she asked, unsure about her own wish. 


‘I won’t tell’. He listened, amused, as she argued that that applied only for birthday wishes. His 
own paintbrush hovered tentatively over the lantern. What to wish for? Another successful year of 
research? To finally find the truth of this world? Or even for Klee’s bombs to not hit his equipment 
for once. He glanced up in Chery’s direction for a moment, only to find her looking straight at him, 
too. 


They quickly bent down again to their lanterns. But another peek at her showed her splashing 
some inscription onto the lantern's surface, as though a sudden thought had struck her. Huh. Her 
tongue tended to stick out from the corner when she wrote in such a hurry. Her ardour gave him 
one idea to write. It wasn’t as if he had much faith in such customs, but perhaps if it was for a 
person besides himself, who appeared to believe in her own wish with so much fervour... 


‘Ready?’ 


With one look of affirmation, they let go of their lanterns, which bumped into each other a few 
times before joining the army of lanterns set out by the rest of the city. As Albedo watched them 
go, he decided. 


“You were curious, weren’t you?’ 


Chery threw a puzzled look at him. He continued, “That day when you...’ His hand wandered to 
the little diamond mark on his neck. She barely restrained herself from leaping off the terrace they 
were on. 


When she didn’t answer, he went on in a matter-of-fact tone. “You see, it’s a mark that... I am not 
what you would call normal. 


‘I am different from you, or anyone else in Tevyat. A different substance, you could say. The title 
left to me by my master- Kreideprinz- it is a literal explanation of my existence’. 


Kreideprinz- Chalk Prince. Tevyat was a magical land, she knew, filled with people of all types 
and bloodlines. But, what did it mean if he were different from everyone here altogether? And yet, 
looking at the boy before her now... 


“You say that’, she started, ‘And yet you were willing enough to steal a sketch and run off with 
me. That seems pretty normal to me’. Was it a naive answer? Perhaps. But to her, who could not 
understand all he said, that was what she felt. 


Before he could reply, her attention went to the cheers that erupted from the throngs of people 
down below as the city lights were extinguished. She raced to the balcony railing, calling to him, 
‘Come on!’ 


How did she do it? Simplifying things to the point of building blocks and hurling it all in the face 


of one who contemplated on all complex matter of nature, every day of his life. Be it something as 
trivial as the logic behind his love for desserts, or the doubt of his master’s feelings for him. For 
the first time in all his years, he didn’t feel the need to question further. 


So, he joined her, and only his composed bearing masked the flip his heart did when she suddenly 
hopped over to assume a seat on the railing. 


‘If you fall down from this great height, I’m afraid I can’t take any responsibility’, he said with a 
smile, to which her lips curled into a pout. “You catch me, or I'll sue you’. 


Then it began. This year’s performance was a spectacle to behold: a streak of blue that skipped 
across the quiet waters of Liyue harbour before shooting across the city streets and into the sky. 
Awoken from their sleep was a whole new wave of lanterns, flooding the night sky with their 
dazzling golden glow. And finally, bursts of sparkling fireworks. 


Chery had never seen anything like it. 


The hopes, dreams and wishes of people, carried on the thin paper of such a small lantern. He 
watched not only these bundles of wishes as they created their own little world over the city, but 
also the girl next to him, held in place by the sight of a beauty she’d shied away from for so many 
years. And there it was- he hadn’t realized he’d been waiting for it; the sparks of pure joy that lit up 
her eyes- brighter than the entire convergence of these lanterns- as she surrendered to childish 
enthrallment. 


He slowly withdrew, taking up his easel for the job he’d been given. His fingers itched to paint 
the very view before him- the sky and a girl and a million lanterns. But it was only the customary 
Lantern Rite that his client had desired; anything otherwise would be considered unprofessional. 


But even as the tips of his brushes told only part of the story he’d written today, his mind held 
true, knowing already that he would not ever forget, this moment shared only by the two of them. 


Chapter 14 


In her hands was a flower- not the Windwheel Aster Klee had just thrust out to her, but a new one 
she’d picked up from the florist they were next to. The Windblume- a flower with no decided 
physical form, but which symbolized either love or friendship. And it was up to her to decide 
which of the two she wanted to convey as she handed it over to the person standing before her... 


Some days earlier. 
What did it mean, to be a noble? 


It was a question Chery had once been presented with by a tutor. Was it the class? The glamour 
and the glory? The charities in between extravagant gatherings- parties at which the first step 
inside brought on a dozen pairs of eyes and a flaming string of hearsay, both true and not? Growing 
up, she learnt that people certainly loved to talk, and it didn’t have to be nobility; anyone with 
money, actually. Money and the unshakeable desire to prove that one was better off than the other. 


She’d heard it all- the talk about herself and about her mother and father- and not in those big, 
scary parties she avoided. No, “family” was all it took. 


‘She’d married him for his money and his status’, they’d say right after a pleasant evening of how 
lovely to see you and hope we meet again soon. ‘Only to find out that he had no money left after 
all!’ they’d cackle. ‘Poor girl’. 


...Was it really the money that had torn her parents apart? Chery was sure it had more to do with 
the love letters she would find every week with their mail at her mother’s place. The ones which 
she once took out to set fire on a lovely evening before tea. 


She’d thought for some time that the notion of nobility was what had spurred her to act the way 
she did the day she received her Vision. Or perhaps this oh-so-grand concept was simply in the 
pretty dresses and accessories Rosie and Maria loved seeing their lady in. They’d have the greatest 
time putting up her hair, readying her like a princess for a ball. 


On a side note, the two maids had been getting periodical heart attacks from finding her in the 
kitchen, making her own tea. She was a failure at cooking, but the least she could do was make her 
own tea, without depending solely on the two maids who were only a few years senior to her. Such 
liberalness of the duke and his daughter, they knew, yet they’d gain their fun in their daily routine 
of cooking, cleaning and gardening. Chery couldn’t understand why. 


‘Looking beautiful as ever, milady’, Maria said, viewing the reflection in the mirror. They’d 
spent quite a while brushing out the leaves that had lodged themselves in Chery’s hair after she’d 
visited Mafu this morning at the address left on a battered paper. Clearly, the window-climbing 
trick was a talent best upheld by her friend. 


Chery diverted her agitation away from the oncoming evening with the thought of their “merry” 
meeting. Mafu had been quite mad, and rightfully so. Chery had even taken care to keep some 
distance from her, just in case the grass between them spontaneously combusted. 


“You better not go off with some guy the next time we make a promise, you hear me?’ she’d said, 
thin lips curving downwards petulantly. 


To some, this request might have sounded unreasonable, but Chery didn’t mind. Trust didn’t 
come easily to this wandering Inazuman girl, she knew. And yet, a peek into the room of the inn 
she was at showed one exception to her usual untidiness: a neat line of little trinkets made of 
seashells, as well as a simple origami crane, done with a maple leaf-patterned paper. Gifts for her 
upcoming birthday, she was sure. Chery was glad. 


So, she’d taken off after gifting her own present to Mafu- one she’d bought while at the Lantern 
Rite- with one comment: ‘Play it this time, okay?’ 


Footsteps. 


Albedo would hear them patter outside his workshop door at all times of the day. He’d come to 
recognize a few: Klee’s were quick and light with the intention of pouncing on him; Sucrose’s a 
nervous shuffle, and the confident stride of that traveller with the starry aura about him. Hers, 
however, he could never sense, what with her satin shoes. He wouldn’t know when exactly she’d 
arrive, and that seemed to only increase his anticipation for when she would visit. It had become 
something pleasant to expect. 


Well, he thought of stepping outside for a while, and reached for the door- 
And Chery tumbled right into his arms. 


Crap, she thought. Her feet and body had been carried away with a melody in her head on the way 
here, and she’d keeled off-balance mid-twirl as she’d reached for the door. She felt a light hold on 
her shoulders, steadying her again. 


He smiled. ‘I thought you said dancers do not need anyone to catch them’, he said. She blinked 
her green eyes, which were still rather close to his, before drawing herself up. ‘Of course. This was 
only a deliberate attempt. Trust fall or whatever’. 


Another normal day, it was- save for the boy who had crash landed right in front of her feet that 
morning while out on the streets. 


‘Oh, so that’s where Bennett landed’, Albedo said, and the two of them stared at each other. 


“You-’ she started, incredulous. ‘Are you the reason he came down like a meteorite from the 
sky?’ Like a child being reprimanded, he focused his gaze on something else entirely as he said, 
‘Perhaps’. 


She sure did scold him, saying he can’t just shoot people up into the sky. ‘I did not intend for him 
to... take flight’, Albedo explained. He’d only been helping Bennett out by experimenting with his 
so-called bad luck. ‘I couldn’t find him, however, after I came looking’. 


‘Probably because he’s terrified of you now’, she retorted, remembering how the first thing the 
smouldering and soot-blackened Bennett had said when he’d picked himself up was, ‘I gotta 
hide!’ 


The afternoon carried on with their idle talk. He himself couldn’t quite believe how his listening 
to profound ideas had given way to other things, too, including the chatter of the girl with him now. 
And he’d noticed how his thoughts had been fixed on other matters for a while, which often kept 
him preoccupied for hours on end. Some notions he’d once deemed mere musings, never quite to 
be touched, in his days up in colder places... 


‘Have you ever thought that there are several layers to you?’ Chery asked. ‘I suppose people 
would call it different sides, but that sort of implies that it’s not the same person at the same time... 
if you get what I’m saying, that is’. 


And as she said this, the scenes that replayed themselves in her head were those of last evening. 
Lavish celebrations hosted by the family on her mother’s side, this time, where the talk between 
these distinguished people on distinguished topics would soon erupt into bouts of raucous laughter 
with the arrival of a few bottles of thick red delight. That one aunt was there- the one with her 
flippant remarks: ‘Oh, shame! You would’ve looked as pretty as your Mama if it wasn’t for-’ and 
Chery's cheek would sting for a while at the nip of her painted nails. The uncle who stank with the 
excess of gel in his hair, who would question her purpose of being employed at the Knights of 
Favonius if she couldn’t even get herself to be a Knight. And she knew as she and her mother sat 
through them, that Mama sometimes wondered the exact same thing. 


The only thing she hoped for from such occasions was a better grasp of the concept of “nobility”. 
She doubted it, though. 


But returning to her initial point- she was wrong. Her quietude at those gatherings, taking in every 
sugar-coated comment without a word, was a different side to her after all. A whole other world, 
one could say. But a deeper delve into herself, about which she could not help but be reminded of 
whenever someone thanked her for being the sweet, eager little girl they thought her to be... 


‘So, you’d like for someone to know you’, Albedo suggested. ‘To view you on all surfaces. You 
feel as though no one can comprehend what you are as a whole’. Why did Chery feel a chill at his 
words- perhaps because they echoed her previous thoughts so well? 


‘That’s it’, she nodded, before offering him a smile. “You get me, you know?’ 


The alchemist wasn’t sure what to say to that. As far as he’d perceived, he was perhaps not the 
best at knowing someone in the way she wanted. And he was sure no one quite knew about the 
certain... layers to him, either. 


“You like Aether, don’t you?’ 


Noelle short-circuited at that abrupt inquiry from her lady. She blurted out a hesitant yes, almost 
everyone in Mondstat did. 


‘Oh no, I mean like, like. For example, the kind of way you’d like someone if you were to lie side- 
by-side under a tree on the soft grass’, Chery said in one breath, the corner of her mouth perked 
into a smirk. Noelle turned a shell-shocked face on her. The two of them had gone out for some 
practice time for the upcoming Knights selection test, during which Chery had had on quite a 
dangerous smile as she’d cleared some hilichurls off the path with one of her tidal waves, claiming 
it was good stress relief, too. Was this teasing supposed to be an extension to that stress relief? 


She broke into a laugh then, telling Noelle to relax. Apparently, it had been a little extra tit bit 
she’d received uncalled for, from one of the officers who reported to her after patrol. 


Good heavens, had someone seen Noelle there with the Honorary Knight? Well, it wasn’t 
anything to be alarmed about- they’d only spent a relaxing moment there after some errands. 
Nothing more! 


She distracted herself from such flustering thoughts by focusing on the lady’s chatter. Chery’s 


tasks at the Knights seemed to have evolved over time into some unofficial odd-jobs. That is to 
say, some of the Knights who she interviewed after patrol had begun venting out some troubles of 
theirs in addition to the report. So far, there’d been a few people with relationship issues and job 
complaints, as well as one guy who harboured a crush on Timaeus. They didn’t always expect an 
answer from her, though. 


Albedo had said one day, watching one of her “‘clients” leave the library: You’re doing the exact 
opposite of what you fear, and you help others in the process. She liked to keep those words in 
mind. They reminded her why she kept at what she did every day... her hopes of becoming a 
changed person. A patient one. 


As they made their way back to the Knights, they were stopped in place by the clacking of heels 
heading straight for them, accompanied by a firm voice. Her attire was proof of her affiliation to 
the Church of Favonius, and at the same time not. Noelle recognized her through her conversations 
with Barbara, the young deaconess, about their one Sister who tended to skip all church activities 
and instead see to... other matters. 


‘Here’s a letter from the church to the Acting Grandmaster’, she said, tone curt. But as Chery 
reached out for it, she continued. “You. You hang around that alchemist a lot, don’t you?’ Chery 
was taken aback; what business was it to her? 


‘T’d probe you for details on him, but you don’t seem to know much after all. Not even as much 
as that traveller’. She whipped out a pen-knife, whose steel glint gleamed ominously as it was 
twirled in her hands. ‘I don’t have time to waste, so I'll get to the point: watch your back around 
him. I’ve had my eye on him for a while. He’s hiding something. And if he ever were to be a 
danger to this city, those he managed to... befriend would be the soonest stung’. 


Noelle’s skin prickled at those awful allegations. What on earth was she saying? 


‘Look’. Noelle turned to Chery, and was surprised to find on her face, an expression cold enough 
to match this woman’s. She opened her mouth once, twice, before continuing in a steady tone. ‘I 
don’t know what you’ re talking about, and I don’t know him inside-out’. 


Shrewd blue eyes which had begun to melt more often; a remark or two meant to tease; a gentle 
touch towards a younger sister who wasn’t even his own. That was what she saw of him- and that 
was enough. 


‘But I can tell you confidently that he knows what’s important to him. He cares for this city and 
its people as much as anyone else here. So why would he ever hurt any of it?’ 


A brief moment of silence between the three of them was followed by a sneer from the woman. 
‘Already fallen for that pleasant surface, I see’. She turned to leave, and not in the direction of the 
church. ‘Everyone has their true colours. And if it were malicious in nature, I would see that it is 
taken care of, personally’. 


And even as the two girls continued on their path without much talk, Noelle couldn’t help but 
reflect on just how far out this girl next to her had come from the cosy walls of her home. 


Master Jean was out of her seat and by the window when Chery entered with the letter in hand. She 
appeared to have been in a pensive mood. 


‘Please, do take a seat’. Jean, as per her duties, took it upon herself to inquire into almost all the 


Knights’ statuses, and what good timing to get a hold of Lisa’s assistant. 


While she read the letter, Chery surveyed the regular stacks of files on Jean’s desk, which seemed 
to have only increased in quantity. Like Noelle, she too, idolized Master Jean for her unrelenting 
perseverance and dedication to her duties. However, Lisa had mentioned more than once how 
she’d find her friend totally splayed on her desk, exhausted, after each day’s work. 


‘Master Jean, I'd be more than happy to take some of the commissions you have for the day’. 
Chery nodded to the files. 


Jean looked up from the letter with a smile, thanking her for the offer. ‘Actually, Kaeya 
volunteered to take those. After all, there are some of those... unique cases which can be handled 
only with his expertise’. 


Kaeya... the guy whose mischievousness tended to in fact double Jean’s workload at times. And 
yet, there was a grateful glint in her blue-grey eyes as she spoke of him. Chery’s gaze went to the 
hands on her lap as she thought of this. 


Jean assumed her position at the other end of the table, opening a conversation. Her shoulders 
were held strictly upright, a sign that she was fully aware as she played her role. Nevertheless, she 
looked a little droopy, like a sleepy dandelion. The moment Chery inquired if she was feeling right, 
her back plastered itself onto her chair, and on came that pleasant face which left no room for 
argument. The suddenness with which she’d jolted back, however, shook the table slightly, and 
Chery heard a light thud. 


She reached down for the book that had fallen off just as some panicked protests awoke from 
Jean. Vera’s Melancholy, a romance novel. An almost awkward air hung between the two. 


The Acting Grandmaster appeared utterly discomfited in that moment, before she decided. ‘As 
the Acting Grandmaster, I won’t permit myself to lie to you’. She took a deep breath. Several 
comments she’d heard from other Knights on this girl before her now: about what a great help she 
was. They said while the city’s favourite and wondermaid, the ever-capable Noelle, did more of 
the doing in aiding others, Chery had a wonderful ear for their troubles and a willingness to 
dispense some simple advice. And thinking over all this, Jean deemed herself desperate as she 
continued. 


‘Lately, my thoughts and my hands have been distracted by certain musings. Perhaps it’s the 
thought of Windblume coming up’. She hinted to the novel before setting a straight face. ‘I 
apologize that you had to witness me slipping up in my duties. It is completely unacceptable’. 


Poor Jean- she was making a huge fuss of it. Chery hoped she could ease her tension by asking, 
‘Do you like romance novels, Master Jean?’ Though startled, she answered hesitantly until a proper 
discussion developed. Chery hadn’t seen her set into such an easy mood since the surprise birthday 
party held for her not too long ago. And now, she was quite amazed to hear Jean wonder aloud in a 
low voice, perhaps absent-mindedly, if the sweet, delicate attention exchanged in such love-stories 
could really exist... if they could ever reach the likes of her. 


Chery wondered too, sometimes, what it was like- this great thing called love. And if someone 
who looked as she did would ever find it. 


The clearing of Jean’s throat signalled that the topic had come to an end. ‘Of course, I can’t afford 
to spend time on these thoughts. The needs of Mondstat and its people come first’. 


Chery also wondered how it was possible to be so impeccably selfless. ‘They certainly are 


grateful for that. But I’m sure they also want your needs met, because’, she smiled, “You’re their 
Acting Grandmaster, and most importantly... how do I say this? Well, you’re Jean’. 


Jean did not return to the window after the girl left; she had far too much work to see to. She 
hadn’t planned on divulging so much about herself- the words had simply tumbled out. Goodness, 
she really should retreat to that calming spot under that great old tree after work if she was going to 
be so careless. Although... It was nice, to have something else to think about as she tackled her 
daily tasks; to think about being Jean. 


Chery was thoughtful as she made her way to her ballet room. She’d managed to cool down for the 
rest of the day after the encounter with that sister in the morning. Now that she thought about it, her 
words had riled her quite a bit. 


Tam not what you would call normal. 


She wasn’t ready to believe that nonsense about him being a danger for one second. Nevertheless, 
there certainly was some huge mystery about him: the genius who had stepped foot into Mondstat 
only a few years ago. The reclusive young man the citizens knew almost nothing about despite his 
affable demeanour. 


Her hand creased the frills of her dress. She... wanted to know. 


Her train of thought was broken by the sound of discordant piano chords resonating down the 
hall. Inside the foyer was Rosie, a cleaning rag in one hand while her other hovered over the piano 
keys. She positively shot to the ceiling when she noticed her lady enter. Cue her stammered 
excuses and apologies, which Chery waved off. 


“You know, Rosie, if you like to play, I could teach you’, she offered amiably. 


At that, the maid looked hopeful, but then smiled and refused. ‘No, milady. That wouldn’t be 
right’. 


‘Really, it’s alright. You know I don’t mind’. 


Rosie thought for a moment before continuing. ‘I know, and thank you, milady. But... you see, 
what I really want in my life someday is for a kind man to take me as his wife. And I want... a 
family of my own. And maybe then we’ll see about a piano’. And she kept her hand at her heart as 
she said this. 


As Chery looked upon her maid now, she appeared very much different from the Rosie she 
usually saw. 


‘But for now, I'll be a good girl and I’ll work hard to get there’, Rosie finished. She excused 
herself, then. She had to get a spare bedroom ready for Noelle, who’d be staying over this 
weekend. And even when she left the piano all to her lady, it was as though it carried the words 
she’d just uttered; her hopes for the future. 


Cooking, cleaning and gardening; passing chit-chat and open grins: that was the simple life Rosie 
and Maria led. Chery had always thought it better that they should strive for higher places, like she 
and Noelle. She’d thought that was what all girls wanted in this day and age. And yet the way 
Rosie’s smile had not wavered- she saw no shame in her simplicity. 


Even as the tips of her fingers caressed the black and white ivory, her mind slowly wrapped 


around this new idea. 


-The parallel between Rosie, the maid, and Jean, the Acting Grandmaster. A dream for 
tenderness. 


Her efforts to make her own tea in the mornings and her encouragement for greater heights- was 
it only out of her good heart? Or was it... shame to be a lady who walks the halls trodden by 
women who could’ ve achieved more in life? 


-Songs that rolled off the piano keys which she could play, but Rosie could not. 


Yet what dignity there was in Rosie’s traditional wish- no, in knowing what she wanted in life, 
what would make her happy. How far ahead of her lady she was, after all. 


‘So in the end’, she said to herself, her hands one with the soft keys. ‘I’m still an ignorant aristocrat 
trying to grasp the world around me’. She knew she would learn it eventually; she had those around 
her who would help. 


Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


One common topic of conversation between her and the stammering scientist Sucrose was bones, 
particularly the ones with all the gore and flesh still on- so fascinating! In fact, Sucrose had been 
showing off her new findings like an excited child, when their other popular topic of conversation 
walked in- with a black eye. 


Albedo’s deadpan expression didn’t quite change even as Chery showered him with inquiries- that 
was, until... 


‘Are you sure you’re alright? How did this even happen?’ Her face was a perfect picture of 
concern, and her hand- he stood as still as a statue as it lingered at his bruised eye. Those silk-soft 
fingers again, running along his skin. How many times had he felt them now? And how many 
more times in the future... 


She would probably see if he gulped right now, so he turned away entirely. “Ah, this...’ He 
debated on telling her. He hoped he wouldn’t regret it. 


The night was pleasant. He was walking past Springvale village when he stopped in front of one 
house. Under its eaves were large, brown, flower-looking plants: philanemo mushrooms. They 
bloomed on city houses as well, but collecting them out in a peaceful village would probably cause 
less commotion. 


So up he went on his blossom-elevator until he reached the second floor, taking care to be as 
stealthy as possible so as not to alarm the residents. He was a content alchemist as he gathered the 
mushrooms. The last one, though, was a little above one window. As he confidently reached for it- 


The window was raised open, and he was face-to-face with a young woman in nothing but her 
petticoat. She screamed. 


Albedo was at a total loss for words even as her shrill voice rang: ‘Daddy! Daddy, there’s a guy at 
my window!’ And he barely caught on to the window ledge as the sun-blossom's surface beneath 
his feet sank back to the ground. Alchemy really could fail him at times! 


He might as well make a jump for it- “Ack!” He suffered under the ruthless blows of what looked 
like a very big encyclopaedia. ‘Go away!' The girl was in a frenzy. 'Go away, you pervert!’ 


And even after dropping down to the ground, he was compelled to run a lap around the village 
with the girl’s father after him with a broom, until he sought refuge up a tree. Now, safely up on its 
branches, he melted onto the trunk behind him. Good god, people! 


Oh, he regretted telling her, big time. Chery vowed in between laughs, to add that to the list of 
things to taunt him with. Well, at least one of them hadn’t been his enjoyment in the taste of the 
spiders that lived amongst petrified trees- cooked, of course. In fact, after a few seconds of a silent 
stare, she’d simply accepted it with a nod and a comment: ‘It’s all on whoever didn’t make spiders 
a normal food to eat’. 


But at other times, what a brat she could be. He mused on this as he dabbed at his black eye with 
a cool cloth in front of a mirror. The cloth, he dipped back in the water bowl, bringing it up to his 
face- 


The rag fell to the ground with a soggy noise, making Sucrose look up from her plants. ‘Is 
everything alright, Mr. Albedo?’ 


For a while, the boy didn’t say anything. ‘Yes, I’m fine’. He steadied himself with one hand, 
unwilling to look up at the mirror again, where he’d seen it. His eyes, only for a split second, was 
not its usual blue, but a bright scarlet. 


He heaved a heavy sigh. Why did it have to be so soon? 


Mafu was on the floor of her room at the inn, her hands cupping the present Chery had given her. 
Play it this time, okay? she’d said. And that, Mafu did. Sweet, soft notes that reminded her of the 
beating heart of a small bird, now floating through the room, landing on her ears like a whisper. 


A music box. So Chery had known. She always knew. Mafu still had a lot to tell her. She just 
never found the right time to let it out. She had to admit, though, her birthday week during which 
Chery had agreed to take part in whatever the hell she wanted had been nuts, even with Noelle by 
their side. 


On one of those days, they’d been off to watch a show at the midnight circus, and Mafu had 
remained quiet as the other two girls exchanged cheery recollections of their world in Mondstat. 
The one Mafu didn't have much of a say in. They didn’t quite seem to notice, though. They came to 
the topic of Chery’s little alchemist friend, who she seemed to enjoy talking about in particular. 


‘Oh, you want to know something cool?’ she’d said excitedly. “The other day, he came to the 
conclusion that I have very good physical pain tolerance’. 


Mafu froze at that. ‘And how exactly did he come to that conclusion?’ 


Chery seemed to not pick up on whatever was on her friend’s mind. “Oh, I was just helping him 
out with some experiments’. 


Exper- ‘What kind of experiments?’ Mafu pressed, alarm creeping up her. And Chery- her 
shoulders suddenly stiffened as if remembering something, and her hands went to her back. She 
didn’t look them in the eye. “Oh, just... stuff’. 


Her friends simply gawked at her before Mafu grabbed Noelle and took a time-out, leaving a 
most confused Chery behind. 


‘Listen here, bud. That kid over there knows nothing at all about this world, okay?’ Mafu said to 
Noelle in a whisper. So that one day had been a little funny, watching Chery zoom out of the 
bookstore they were in after taking a look at a novel with very... cursed illustrations. And it was 
Mafu who had had to explain certain things to her afterwards. 


‘I- I don’t think Mr. Albedo is a bad person’, Noelle whispered back, though she herself wasn’t 
totally sure what Mafu was hinting at. 


What were those guys on about now? Chery wondered as she stood back. She just hadn't wanted 
to bring up the day in question when Albedo, after an experiment involving some strange little 
electrifying devices, was telling her about the time Klee had told Miss Alice in a moment of 


childish whim, that she would like to marry him... To which Alice's reaction had been to strictly 
forbid it. But the embarrassing part was when Chery had then said without much thought to it, "You 
do seem like a nice person to marry’. She had promptly exited the lab following this. 


And Mafu, not knowing these matters, had given the alchemist a good glare the next time she saw 
him- much to his confusion- and presently, she could only hope Noelle would keep her eyes open 
as instructed. She’d always thought it something of a duty to stand up for her friend. After all, she 
was the one who Mafu had turned to throughout the years, even in those dark days when her 
mother was no more. She was one of the few who remembered what Mafu was once like as a child. 
Who’d shown her a whole world outside of the dull serenity of Narukami Shrine... who’d shown 
her another home. 


A knock sounded at her door, and Kazuha’s friendly face poked in. Mafu carefully slipped the 
small musical trinket into her bag. It was time to go now. 


“You certainly do stare a lot at those flowers’. 


Albedo blinked, registering Mona’s disgruntled face opposite him. He’d been gazing past her 
head, at the vase of cecelias on the windowsill- they were already losing their colour, despite his 
daily reviving of them. Nothing lasted forever, after all. But... had he seriously zonked out during a 
scientific discussion? So, something was wrong with him, after all... 


“You’re awfully distracted nowadays’, noted the astrologer. “That’s not too good for people like 
us, is it?’ 


When had it started? Not out of the blue, that was for sure. His mind wandering to a dozen realms 
he hadn’t bothered venturing in before, both comforting and disturbing. A simple irregularity was 
understandable, but this was not good. What was it? No amount of experimenting seemed to allow 
him to grasp it; or rather, he didn’t know what to experiment in the first place. Huh. Not knowing 
certainly was... frustrating. 


‘So, finding the truth of this world , Chery said that day, when she offered to help him look for 
Bennett again. ‘Do you have to do it alone? Can’t anyone search with you?’ 


‘It isn’t as easy as looking for a person as we are now’, he replied. ‘In fact, I am certain that it’s 
not only one truth that exists’. His feet had slowed as they strolled. ‘Besides, this is a task that has 
been entrusted to me alone’. 


Yes, his final assignment. All the tests he’d been given before, he had passed; his master had not 
left him as she’d threatened to do. This, too, if he completed, perhaps she would return. His 
purpose would be fulfilled. 


He had to get back on track. The truth of this world- he needed it. He wanted it... he... 


‘Mona’. She looked up from her book, mildly surprised to see the usual solemness of his face 
now two-fold. 


What was he doing? He’d never cared about what the future would hold for him. All he knew 
was the confidence of studying all that piqued a throbbing in his heart to explore more of the 
world. But after that small, yet significant glimpse in the mirror... 


The astrologer sure was delighted to hear him finally want his reading. With a knowing air, she 
stood and prepared herself. Meanwhile, Albedo watched through the translucent blue disc before 


him, her typical self-satisfied expression. That expression which, with each turn of her hydromancy 
discs, collapsed into something else. 


Mona swallowed. ‘Hold on, I seem to have made a miscalculation there’. Worry and uncertainty. 
It was clear as day to him. This proud astrologer, now the most vulnerable he’d ever seen her as 
those two emotions dripped into her face. 


The Spark Knight came sprinting down the halls and revolved around Chery like a hyperactive 
planet orbiting the sun. She was almost dizzy watching the kid spin around and around before 
coming to a halt. 


‘Look, look! Klee can do it, too!’ Her small hands grasped Chery’s as she rose on her toes, doing 
her best imitation of Chery’s mesmerising en-pointe. ‘I’m really good, right?’ 


Chery laughed, still supporting the little girl with her hands. ‘You’re a natural’. With a satisfied 
grin, Klee quit her current act and burst through the front doors of the Knights, screaming 
delightedly, ‘Windblume, Windblume!’ 


Chery herself stepped out, still amazed by the transformation of the city during this festive 
season. It was a galore of flowers: bouquets, petals and leaves embellishing every house and 
lamppost. Tender feelings, both fresh and old, hovered in the air, were carried in the blossoms 
passed from hand to hand. It was, after all, the celebratory time for love and friendship. 


Windblume was indeed special for Chery- it was the fest that had forged the bond between her 
and Mafu. It was rather ironic that way, that Mafu should not be here with her right now. A friend 
from her sea travels was in need- that was the reason she’d given for leaving again. Chery was sure 
it had something to do with the origami crane and the knick-knacks that had sat on her desk that 
day. She was glad. 


There was, however, one other person she’d hoped would be here. In fact, she hadn’t seen much 
of him these few days... he was busy, for sure. 


Her gloom of disappointment was shattered by the exhilarated Klee, pulling her from stall to stall, 
utterly indecisive of which Windblume game to try first. Chery still was technically at work, but 
like everyone, was taking things easy. Almost everyone. She had literally tried to nail Noelle to the 
ground by tugging at her dress’s big bow, yet she’d happily skipped off to help with volunteering 
work again. That girl. At least she promised to tune in for the rest of the days. 


‘Mind if I join you?’ Chery, who’d been about to go get a snack with Klee, whipped around to 
find herself nearly face-to-face with a place she’d smacked into before... which she really didn’t 
want to recall. She had to crane her neck up to look Kaeya in the eye. 


‘Uh... sure’. She certainly hadn’t expected him to accompany them, but the day went by with him 
at their side. It turned out to be rather fun, she couldn’t lie. 


The Cavalry Captain too, was enjoying himself. He’d been quite surprised to find the girl with the 
familiar fluffy ribbon in her hair, standing alone in the crowds. Noelle nor the chief alchemist were 
anywhere around the horizon. Honestly, that guy. Kaeya sometimes thought that he could be 
surrounded by all the fortunes in the world, and yet he’d trade it all for his ambitions. Was that 
why Kaeya had decided to go along with these two? To indulge in the height of the moment in 
someone else’s place? That, he did not wish to ponder on much. 


“You know’, Klee said to them amidst her babble. ‘I feel like Chery and Kaeya are a lot alike!’ 
The two people in question turned to each other with dubious looks. Was this kid in her right mind? 
‘Oh, yes? How so, Klee?’ Kaeya inquired. 


“Well, whenever Klee makes an accident, I know you two can keep it a secret and help me 
cover it up!’ She gave a grin of absolute confidence that they wouldn’t go hand her over to Jean 
this instant. “See, I tell Albedo absolutely positively everything too, but... I don’t want him to be 
disappointed in me when I get into trouble. So that’s why Klee counts on you!’ 


Chery knew perfectly well that there was no chance Albedo would ever be disappointed in her, 
but she was touched all the same at Klee’s trust in her. 


Then, ‘Actually-’ The little girl shot off, only to come capering back with two flowers in hand- 
Windwheel Asters. So that was her idea of the abstract ‘““Windblume’’, the flower whose exact 
physical form the citizens could not agree upon. 


‘Happy Windblume!’ she cheered, thrusting each flower out to her companions before hopping 
off again. Chery stared at the blossom in her hands, whose replica was with Kaeya. Whether love 
or friendship, this festival meant appreciation. And that was the thought she had in mind as she 
presented her own Windblume to him. 


‘Happy Windblume, Sir Kaeya’. No romantic intention, no hidden message, and the dissolution 
of petty squabbles. Now, Chery knew why she’d glanced down at her lap seeing Jean’s trust in her 
colleague- and what right had she to question it? “This is my thanks for all you’ ve done for this 
city- and for letting Klee run loose at times’. As she said so, she was glad to see the little girl 
skipping around in the background, collecting fallen flower petals. 


And he picked up a dandelion. ‘And this from me to you’. They exchanged the flowers as he said, 
“With my hopes that you would spend today with the people you really want to’. 


Her fingers wrapped around the thin stem of the flower as she looked up at him. He had not, for 
once, the critical smile he donned at all times, almost so that no one could glimpse what lay inside 
him. 


She had not realized how many things Kaeya noticed. 


Back from the foot of Dragonspine, he was unusually tired. Staying away from the festivities was 
not a problem- he’d never been one to frolic much in them, anyway, unless Klee absolutely wanted 
him to come. It was better this way for him... and most importantly, for everyone around him, at 
least for now. It wasn’t as if he were missing anything. After all, for someone like him, what was 
there to miss- 


He halted on the stairway when he heard a door close behind him. 


The library assistant was locking up for the night; Lisa was out on patrol with Jean. In Chery’s 
mind was Kaeya’s wish to her. Well, those people he’d mentioned, like her, had their own things to 
take care of; they had no obligation to go out of their way to- 


‘Do you have to leave right away?’ 


She looked up. Even at the close of the day, there he was. ‘Not if I don’t have to stay till 5 am’, 
she said. He returned her knowing smile. There was nothing much to miss for someone like him, 
and yet he felt that this could not be passed. 


The animation that had bubbled through the town during the day had diluted now, but the 
celebrations were far from over. 


“What a lovely night’, said Chery, tilting back her head to get a full view of the big, silver disc of 
a moon. ‘So this is the kind of time at night when you get the sudden urge to leap onto ladies’ 
windows’. That mocking smile again, thought Albedo with a grim expression. 


Walking down the dimly-lit streets at her side, he inquired as to her day. Did she enjoy herself? 
Oh yes, of course. She was out with Klee and Sir Kaeya, and she’d taken part in some random 
bard’s poetry lessons... 


‘Kaeya?’ he asked, tone neutral. Yes, they’d exchanged Windblumes, too! How... nice. 


‘Oh, only as an obligation gift, of course’, she hastily added. It was a cecelia she’d chosen as her 
Windblume. Albedo briefly wondered if, had he been there, that cecelia would have been 
exchanged with him. 


‘It... kind of reminds me of you and I’, Chery said, her voice low. “You know, the first day we 
met’. That beautiful white flower- swaying alone in the harsh mountain breezes, a symbol of his 
master’s rejection. And now... it was something else. 


She started with a wistful recollection of the days gone by since that first day: the awkward 
stutters and glances, the string of misunderstandings. Yes, this past year had been more than just 
the sun rising and setting. And since then, how much had he learnt of this girl next him? 


He knew how she’d burst into bubbles of excitement whenever she saw a fluffy critter; the 
annoyed curses (quite unbecoming of a lady) that she’d mutter whenever people held her up on the 
stairs; he’d seen the shade of her scar almost grow darker whenever she spoke of the thorns in her 
side... Was that enough? 


You’d like for someone to know you, he’d suggested to her. And how much did he want her to 
know about him? Why... her? 


While he found himself lost in these contemplations, Chery stopped in her tracks. “Oh, no’. Her 
reaction was directed at the Adventurers’ Guild head, who was now heading straight in their 
direction. Good heavens, he’d spotted them. 


“You seem to dread him more than I do’, noted Albedo. 


‘He’s... been pestering me to do correspondence for the Guild instead of the Knights, since I’m 
not an official Knight yet. I’ve refused several times, but...’ She let out a sigh of exasperation. ‘Oh, 
well. I guess we could just-’ 


‘Disappear into the night?’ 


Chery stared at him. He had on a smile she hadn’t seen adorning his face before- one bordering... 
deviousness. ‘After all, you declared this a lovely night, didn’t you?’ A tug at her elbow- ever so 
light, as though human touch were still something so new and delicate. ‘Let’s keep it that way’. 


And she let herself be pulled away into the narrow, unlit gaps between houses even as Cyrus 
called out to them. “This is so rude of us’, she laughed. 


‘Ruder than stealing a painting and running away?’ he said as they trod away from the main 
street, where Cyrus’s confused exclamations sounded. 


She was giggling still as they emerged again on the other side of the houses. Magical things and 
quick getaways; he wondered what else would put a smile on her face like so. He laughed a little 
himself- a wry one, though, and for a different reason entirely. ‘So, this small window of time with 
you made me forget...’ Forget something even his studies hadn’t helped distract him from; forget 
his weariness; an ominous predication of an astrologer. 


‘Hm?’ Her green eyes under the mellow glow of the lights were inquisitive. Those eyes- could 
they give him enough reassurance? Trust that what he was about to do was not unwise? 


“You once asked why it is I travel to Dragonspine so often... so, there is something else I 
deliberately did not mention’. She hadn’t seen that abrupt statement coming, but she nodded. She 
had wanted to know, after all. 


Impulse: he seemed to be turning to it quite often these days. ‘I told you I am not like you. This 
blood that runs through me... it resonates with that which now lies underneath those mountains’. 


She stopped to replay his words. Was she hearing right? ‘W- what are you saying?’ 


It wasn’t panic in her tone, not yet, at least. ‘I am letting you know now itself that this obsolete 
knowledge I possess, that everyone says they've never seen before- if I ever were to misuse it...’ 


She felt as though she’d walked blind into a chasm. The mysterious sister's words. Watch your 
back around him. No... she couldn’t have been right. Then why was he here, spouting out 
something of such weight to her? Her, of all people? ‘Why...’ 


‘I don’t know’. He’d said it before she’d even posed the question. His face was the only thing her 
eyes were transfixed on- how was it that it betrayed no emotion even now? All of a sudden, she 
thought she understood why she was hearing this; it was the same reason some officers would vent 
to her after patrol. 


What should she say first? What was there to say at all? ‘Well, you’re still here in this city’, she 
pronounced slowly after a period of almost oppressive silence. He glanced at her. ‘You’ ve always 
been here’. 


‘I...’ No, for once, he had nothing to say. She took a deep breath before staring him down. “You 
really like this city, don’t you? The sweet shops, the people to sketch, and... everyone you already 
know’. What was she getting at? 


‘In short, you’re selfish, aren’t you?’ 
That was a direct hit to his head. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 


It was as if Chery had snapped out of a trance. ‘Oh... I’m sorry. That sounds irrelevant, doesn’t it? 
But... why else would you still be here, despite knowing everything you know?’ She was smiling a 
tiny bit, before her eyes widened. “Wait! Please don’t go away now that I’ve said that!’ 


A few dandelion seeds floated down from leftover decorations, passing between them as their 
eyes were locked on each other- hers finally panicked, but not upon his revelation. Don’t go away. 


Selfishness: the most unmistakable human emotion. The irony. ‘You diagnosed me again’, was 
his only reply. The two of them then gazed out at the rest of Mondstat: a sleeping city oblivious to 
the revelations taking place at a balcony high up. He apologized for ruining her lovely night in the 
end. 


After what she’d just heard, the thought of either one of them not standing there at that moment- 
for some reason or the other- scared her. She figured out what made this night so wonderful. 


‘No... it’s perfect’. 
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Chapter 16 


‘So like, you want us to be your chaperones?’ 
Chery’s spoon stopped stirring her cup of tea as she threw a sheepish look at Paimon. 


Aether, sitting opposite her at the table, chuckled. ‘We’d be happy to help’. Relief washed over 
Chery at his response. They were at her usual sweet shop, hopefully the least conspicuous meeting 
place in the eyes of the suspicious Sister Rosaria, the one who'd left Chery with a warning... and a 
threat. 


Indeed, in the days following the Windblume Festival, Lisa watched her little helper go through 
book after book in the library, searching for something. She’d even directly sought Lisa’s vast 
bank of knowledge, coming up to her with her emerald eyes wide and glistening, “Could you please 
tell me more about Dragonspine?’ 


Ignorance was bliss, or so they’d say. But... Albedo had chosen not to give her that bliss for a 
reason. At least, that was what she thought. Thereafter, she found it no surprise to see him walk out 
the door more often, off to someplace away from the world she knew most. And the urge she’d get 
then, to bar his way- how she’d resist it. It wasn’t fear of him, but for him. After all, what was it 
that really went through his mind? Even after knowing him for this long, she could not quite tell. 


It was an afternoon in the library with Fischl, where Fischl had recounted the remarkable abilities 
of the Honorary Knight she’d witnessed- the same unnatural capabilities for which Albedo often 
voiced his admiration- that had given Chery the idea. Even Sister Rosaria had mentioned how the 
traveller knew something more. Some exchange had gone between him and the chief alchemist for 
sure, as well as with Sister Rosaria, which was why Chery now found herself here, turning to him. 


‘lm worried about him’. That had been her first explanation when they’d sat down at this table. 
Albedo had realised the futility of his own words when he’d asked her not to dwell on it too much. 
He knew how to keep himself in check, he’d said. She could tell from the tone of his voice that he 
would appreciate it if no one else was enlightened on this matter. 


“You know, he really must trust you’, Paimon had pointed out to Chery in between mouthfuls of 
snacks. And she was eager not to break that trust. 


Her parents, she decided not to tell of her upcoming journey. After all that had happened before in 
her life... she doubted they’d be happy at all to hear of her venturing out into the cold mountains 
not many adventurers dared enter. 


‘So this is the sword he gave us when we were up here. Pretty creepy, huh?’ Now at the base of 
Dragonspine, Aether presented indeed a most uncanny purple sword to her, which he advised her 
not to touch. ‘Apparently, Durin’s remains were sealed inside this. But I was able to purify it’. 


Purification... a mysterious ability only this outlander possessed, curing Mondstat’s sickly 
guardian dragon- Dvalin- too. And Durin, the giant corrupt dragon who Dvalin had once battled 
before it could wreak havoc upon the city, she recalled from the speculations drawn in her 
research. Though no one knew what had corrupted it, or where it had come from. The dying dragon 
had fallen onto these mountains, where the snow never melted, and its corrosive nature was still 
rumoured to surge within this icy land. And what lay at the heart of the snow... 


‘It’s got a curse on it. The blacksmith who made it went mad trying to wield it!’ Paimon’s 


whacky gestures and sensational tone spoke that she held unwarranted pride over this knowledge 
regarding the strange sword. 


‘A curse?’ Chery echoed. That... actually made sense. But it only added to her apprehension. 
Plus, a world of cold and snow which she’d be setting foot into with the traveller... she hadn’t had 
those dreams again, but had the time finally come? She hoped against hope that it had not. 


So, in she went with her two companions, hoping that by the time they were back out, she’d be a 
step closer to helping a friend. 


Albedo thought he felt his ribs crack as Klee sprang onto him on his bed. ‘Wake up, wake up, 
wake up! Let’s go on an adventure today!’ 


‘Sure, Klee’, he groaned. But then he laughed lightly as she clung onto his back like a monkey 
even as he got off the bed. 


“Where are we gonna go? Can we make it a two-day trip? Or even longer?’ Now his lungs 
suffered under the hyperactive kicking of her feet, and he quickly deposited her on one of the 
dining table chairs. 


“Well, you’re quite eager for an adventure’. He ruffled her knotted fair hair before moving to 
make tea. 


“Yup, yup, yup! Klee wants a big journey with lotsa fun!’ she giggled. Albedo was always so kind 
to her, so she knew he’d definitely meet her request. Wow, Chery would be so glad to hear! 


After all, she was the one who’d entrusted Klee with the super duper important ultra-secret 
mission to keep Albedo busy for this weekend. Klee felt like a big girl, being given such a huge 
responsibility. She wouldn’t let Chery down! And besides, adventures were always so much fun! 


The three of them were hiding behind a big rock jutting out from the ground, observing warily, a 
Fatui encampment set up smack-dab in the narrow path up the mountain, only a short distance 
away from Albedo’s customary campsite. 


Their campfire seemed to have been doused out just now, and no sign of life came from inside the 
Fatui tents. They decided to take their chance. 


With furtive glances on either side, they took step by step, their boots leaving marks on the 
ground only to disappear under a fresh layer of snow. As they went, Chery thought she heard a 
grumble from inside a closed tent to her left. Oh no. 


‘Aether!’ she shouted in a whisper, but the howling winds smothered her words. The tent flaps 
were now being lazily uncovered. Panicked, Chery reached for the first thing she could grab of his, 
and the boy made a choking noise as he felt his neck nearly snap in two. Directed by the end of his 
long braid, he found himself back behind the rock. 


“Wh-’ he started, when Chery’s palm clamped over his mouth. One of the Fatui must have 
revived their camp for sure now, for the smell of burning wood wafted through the air. 


And as Chery and the traveller locked eyes, they were hit upside the head by the reminder of 
something quite small but rather important that they had let slip. They cast nervous glances over 


the top of the rock as another Fatui gunslinger joined his partner at the camp. Paimon was nowhere 
to be seen. Phew, looks like she had had enough sense to do her little disappearing act just on time- 


‘I can’t believe you two forgot Paimon!’ 


With a yelp, the two of them fell back onto the snow- and out of the protective cover of the rock- 
as the fairy materialised just beside their heads with an angry squawk. 


‘Hey!’ came a booming voice. 'What are you brats doing on our territory?’ Oh, well. So much for 
stealth. 


The two of them forced their freezing faces out of the soft snow, only to see a ginormous, 
sparking hammer being swung in their direction. Their feet kicked up bushels of snow as they 
scrambled away before they could be splatted like cockroaches. 


Chaos broke out as the Fatui launched their attacks. Chery found herself dodging and ducking in a 
frantic flurry, deflecting the flaming bullets of the gunslinger with her sword. The enemies they’d 
fought so far on this cursed mountain had been stronger than the ones she usually fought; they were 
empowered by the toxins of Durin’s corpse. 


Her hydro ribbons were enough to shatter the gunslinger’s shield with a sizzle, leaving him 
stunned amidst a downpour of translucent blue feathers, and open for a slash of her sword. A few 
more attacks should do it. From the corner of her eye, she spotted Aether wrestling his currents of 
wind against the Electrohammer soldier. So this was what it was like to see the traveller in action- 
the outlander who could manipulate the elements even without a Vision. 


Paimon’s cheers and occasional squawks served as background music even as the gunslinger 
finally dematerialized before her. Chery took a breather, only to have the breath in fact knocked out 
of her as she was hurled in the air by some huge impact, all the way to the edge of the snowy cliff. 
Aether slid right next to her, and they looked up at the remaining soldier hauling his hammer off 
the ground. Ugh, she hated these near-indestructible guys in particular. 


The soldier seemed to have taken some good blows, but kept at his attacks with his residue 
strength. “Let’s end this quickly’. His one eye glowed an ominous purple as he lugged the hammer 
over his head, and Chery and Aether both launched their elemental attacks. His gust of wind sent 
her tides directly at the skirmisher, and the next moment saw him enclosed in ice. The chilly winds 
of Dragonspine did have its perks after all. 


‘Quick!’ Paimon rushed to help the two of them up, when the snow under Aether’s feet broke. 
Chery screamed his name as she dived in to grip his hand. She felt small hands tug at her dress as 
she tried to heave the boy up, but even the fragile ledge beneath her started giving way under her 
effort. 


‘Let go!’ he yelled, to which she cried out her protests. “No, trust me! It’s not that far down, and- 
behind you!’ 


She shrieked when her hands automatically loosened on his grip, and she rolled over to find the 
Electrohammer melting back to normal. The hammer came down as he resumed his strike, just 
where Chery had been only seconds ago. Aether had already plummeted down with Paimon racing 
after him. Looked like there was only one option. 


With one last swipe of her sword at the soldier, she prayed for dear life and leaped down the side 
of the cliff. 


She spat out clumps of snow. ‘I hate Dragonspine’. ‘So do I’, agreed Aether, brushing his front. 
Thankfully, neither of them was hurt. They groggily picked themselves up- 


A millisecond of a moment allowed them to experience the fascinating sensation of nothingness 
under their feet, before 


SPLASH! 


Chery gasped repeatedly, not even knowing what to enunciate as her skin prickled with the feeling 
of ice-cold water swishing around her lower body. She and Aether turned their faces to each other, 
looking as though both would burst into tears at any moment. 


‘Ooh, that’s bad’, Paimon cringed. ‘Well, good thing Paimon floats!’ 


‘Help us out of here!’ the other two chorused, leaving the fairy to fly to them with a disgruntled 
sheesh! 


4 years ago. 


The boy, now appearing to be in his late teens, rang the doorbell. He wondered how much more 
time he’d have to waste outside the door, when some racket sounded from the second floor. As he 
craned his head up, his eyes widened as something small and round launched itself out of the 
window and headed straight for him. 


Dodging it with agility, he stared wordlessly at... a pancake? Yes, a perfectly round pancake 
now Sat dejectedly in the place he’d been standing, something of a smiley face splattered onto it 
with strawberry topping or the like. 


‘Honey!’ came the lively voice of a woman. ‘This is why you don’t dance while making 
breakfast!’ Then she added, ‘And whoever’s out there, I’m coming!’ 


Albedo wasn’t quite sure if he even wanted her to come down after the pancake attack. 
Nevertheless, he stood respectfully as the door was swung open, showing a beautiful woman with 
flowing blonde hair- under which peeked two elf ears- and a curvy build. She blinked her crimson 
eyes, before breaking into a million-watt beam. 


“Why, hello!’ He was sure the cheer radiating from this woman sparked off of him. She was 
Alice, the lady he’d been asked to seek when he stepped into the City of Freedom. She accepted 
the letter he presented- a recommendation letter from his master. 


Alice’s eyes skimmed through it, before she tossed the paper aside with one flick of her wrist. 
Albedo’s brain had only the time to go huh? before he was yanked inside with a ‘Come in, come 
in!” 


‘Honey, guess what! My old friend Rhine’s student is here to stay with us!’ Alice called brightly 
to the top of the stairs. ‘Isn’t that great?’ And as though he were some heavy luggage, the boy was 
thrust up the stairs with Alice’s palms digging into his back. He nearly tripped on the way up. In 
fact, all the nutty grins and the tugging around and the sweet smell of cooking pancakes was 
making him a little dizzy. Was this his master’s way of punishment of some sort? 


He landed in a living room, small and homely, with littered signs of a family having made 


themselves comfy there: scattered books and a dish of cookies and ribbons and ropes and... 
gunpowder? From behind the wall popped the smile-creased face of a man, along with a spatula. 
‘lll be right there’. And he retreated. 


‘So, Albedo, is it?’ Alice surveyed him; then cracked another smile. ‘Are you hungry? We’ ve got 
strawberry pancakes, or- oh!’ As Alice picked up the dish of cookies, something green and sticky 
stretched from the bottom of the plate. The boy politely declined just as she managed to detach the 
green stuff. 


Just then, the front door slammed shut, and scampering footsteps sounded up the stairs. A high- 
pitched, gleeful squeal came from behind him, and he stared, confused, as a shower of flower 
petals- red, pink, white and yellow- came raining down around him. He watched as a small girl 
leaped up into Alice’s arms. 


‘Mommy, I brought flowers for you! Well, I kind of crushed them on the way...’ The child 
looked apologetic, before noticing him. “Hello, I’m Klee!’ she waved frantically, as though 
acknowledging a good friend. She was a perfect replica of her mother. 


Oh no, no, no. Was he to continue his studies with this ball of hyperactive energy amidst him? 
What had his master been thinking? 


Before Alice had the chance to introduce him to her daughter, Klee squirmed out of her arms and 
raced off into what he presumed was the kitchen area, declaring she was starving. Her mother 
chuckled, and then- Albedo hoped he wasn’t arching back or something as she leaned in close to 
him with a hand at her chin. 


“You’, for once, Alice had on a serious expression, but not for long. ‘Need a haircut!’ He looked 
down at his fair hair, perfectly combed but falling way below his shoulders. He hadn’t found the 
time to see to trimming it lately. Another violent pull at his sleeves, and he was transported to 
another part of the house. 


Klee joined in to watch the uncalled-for haircut session, during which his hands desperately 
gripped the chair arms under the barber cloth for fear of this lady with the bursting vigour shearing 
off his ears. 


‘There!’ Alice’s pride gushed over the whole new makeover she’d given him. Even Klee came to 
gaze up at him in awe, her tiny hands curling unconsciously on his clothes. 


He didn’t feel any different as he looked himself in the mirror, blond locks now only stopping at 
his shoulders and a few strands done in two neat braids on either side. 


‘I know!’ Alice exclaimed, gathering Klee up and dumping her on his lap, much to his alarm. 
“We'll be a family from now on, treat her like a real younger sister!’ The little girl’s wide smile 
matched the look in her big, red eyes as she looked up at him. He didn’t know, at the time, how 
much he’d come to love seeing it. 


‘Albedo!’ He snapped from his reminiscences, taking in the sight of eight-year-old Klee before 
him. Looking down at her now, he knew what had made that memory hover back to him all of a 
sudden. Innocence in those unchanged eyes, in the small hand tugging at his bigger one to come 
onto the rocky pathway for their adventure. Family. Alice had realized after a while that asking 
him to call her “mother” came to no fruition... there was someone else who he could relate to in 
that manner. She did not press after that. But if family was what they saw him as- what little Klee 


saw him as- then he’d decided to try his best at fulfilling that role himself for as long as he could. 


With one eye on the stew brewing up, Aether spared a few glances at the girl walking by the 
bookshelves set up in that cosy, cavernous area. Like him, she had a warm blanket wrapped around 
her, and she ran a light touch of her fingers across the spines of the books. He could swear she was 
smiling. 


They’d managed to finally make it to the campsite Albedo used when he was up here- probably 
one of the few safe havens in all of Dragonspine. Their feet were still freezing from that wonderful 
tumble into the lake. 


Chery had never been to this campsite of his, but she could already tell. From the haphazardly 
thrust volumes on the shelves, much like the perfect messiness of his hair; the easel in one corner 
of the cave; the still-glowing mysterious substance in one vessel. Traces of him. 


She came to sit down beside Aether and Paimon on a crate, gladly accepting her bowl of hot stew. 
Looking at him, she was reminded of the bubbly cartoon hearts that would float around Noelle’s 
head whenever he passed by the Knights with a wave. She smiled and decided not to tell. Instead, 
“Wow. Your hair is really long’, she commented at the lengthy locks of corn-yellow falling down 
his back. 


‘It used to be easier to maintain when my sister braided it’, he replied, laughing. 


His sister. The one person he’d been separated from, and who he was looking for on his travels 
around Tevyat. Chery suddenly felt guilty that he should be up here with her instead of on his 
search for his family. ‘?'m... immensely thankful that you’re helping me out like this’, she started. 
‘But why do you do it? You take the smallest of tasks for others, even if it won’t really help you in 
your real mission’. 


His spoonful of stew stopped midway to his mouth. The momentary silence was interjected by 
Paimon’s obnoxious gulping sounds. ‘It’s true that I want to find my sister and go home, but...’ 
His golden eyes appeared thoughtful. ‘While I am here, I can’t just ignore the people around me’. 


He was smiling a little now. ‘And maybe I feel like, if I do enough for others... something out 
there in the world that decides everything- like fate, I guess- will feel that I deserve to find her’. 


Selfless acts for a selfish wish. Chery could relate. “Think about it this way. By the end of your 
journey- and I hope it won’t be too long- you would’ ve seen so many sights, met so many different 
people. Become a part of their stories and made beautiful moments with them’. She thought of her 
own moments, those she was glad to be finally living instead of imagining within the walls of her 
house. 


‘I know your journey isn't easy, so I think those moments are what will make it more colourful, 
remind you that you’re not only aiming for one goal, but... you’re being alive’. 


Even Paimon was staring at her now, and Chery ducked her head, wondering if she’d spouted too 
much rubbish. But Aether’s face flooded with gratefulness. ‘Thanks. That’s a huge boost to my 
ego’. And so, the next few hours passed with idle conversation and the plans on what to do 
tomorrow. 


Even Aether hadn’t quite been to the “heart” of these mountains, which they assumed was at the 
very top. They supposed the answers would lie there... whatever those answers were. 


“You know...’ he started, “Did you ever feel like you were being watched up here?’ 


Being watched... so she hadn’t been imagining it after all- that eerie tingling sensation in her 
spine as they traversed up the alps. She nodded. The two of them stared at each other for a while 
with unvoiced comprehension of the endless possibilities that lay under these mysterious 
mountains, before turning away with a shudder. 


‘Well, all this dragon business put aside, I feel bad that he should spend so much time up here in a 
place so... lonely’. Chery was looking out at the night-time blizzard raging outside the cave, the 
side of her face resting on her bare knees. 


“Well, that’s kind of how he feels all the time, right?’ said Paimon, who was already lapping at 
seconds of the stew. Chery raised her head at that. ‘What do you mean?’ 


‘Oh, well, he mentioned how the two of us were alike?’ Aether jogged his memory. ‘Something 
about me and him being the lonely and unusual ones’. 


Chery did not say anything. The lump in her throat stopped her from it, anyway. 


The first time he had felt warmth- or rather, unconscious bursts of it- was, unsurprisingly, not from 
his master. Warmth: the moderate heat that was a constituent of the essentials for thriving life 
forms... as well as the rumoured gushing sensation of metaphorical heat that came over one, 
mostly when in the face of another. 


It had for the most part been an impersonal gloved hand grasping his in his youngest days, or her 
long nails once digging into the flesh of his small face, inspecting him as his racking coughs 
continued. She scolded him for not following her instructions- he should not experiment too many 
of his concoctions on himself at once. He remembered watching as she whipped up some antidote, 
and he knew he should watch carefully, for next time, she would not take her time out to fix his 
mistakes. 


Many years later, it was Klee. Her parents had left some weeks ago on their big adventure, leaving 
him, dreadfully, alone with her. He’d in fact strove to avoid the exuberant child from morning, 
when he could dump her at the Knights of Favonius and carry on with his work. But somehow, 
she’d caught hold of him, and was now dragging a reluctant him away to her tiny workshop to 
check out the bomb she made. It did not go well. Klee ended up with a failed explosive and a sooty 
face... which soon began streaming with tears. 


He stood awkwardly as she bawled, and realised that she would not stop even after five minutes. 
He didn’t even have a handkerchief to offer. 


‘I- I wanted to make a bomb so that mom would be p- proud of me’, she wept. Finally, he decided 
to intervene, bending down on one knee and gingerly bringing his bare hands to mop her face. 


Her tears- he knew they would be warm; human tears were supposed to be. And yet, it was... 
such a shock. A contrast to the cold of the snow he’d trudged through since his earliest memories. 
The jarring feeling did not leave him even as the child’s sniffles dwindled away, her hands now 
pressing his palms tighter to her wet cheeks. Don’t go. 


And... her. 


A pleasant day with the sun out, providing ample light for active biological organisms. He had his 
sketchpad out, mimicking the simple silhouette of a magpie on a tree, from his seat on the fallen 


debris of a pillar. Something brushed against his back and remained there. Even through the 
material of their clothes, he could feel it. 


Warmth. 


‘Oh, I hope you don’t mind. There isn’t anywhere else decent to sit out here’. Chery’s voice, 
rather close to his ears. He did not mind at all. 


He could tell by the adjustment of her head, as they sat back-to-back, that she was looking up. 
She asked him what lens he saw the world through. Lens? Yes, if he was both a scientist and an 
artist at the same time, how did he see things? Was it a balance? ...And what about you, how do 
you see the world? 


She fell silent at his question. ‘I love this world’, she said. He could imagine her smiling as her 
gaze was still on the blue-blue sky. ‘I know it’s not perfect in the least, but I like to think that I live 
through its ugliness... and live for its beauty’. 


She felt a little heavier against him, but still so warm. It was comforting; he wanted to close his 
eyes, feel it a little longer... feel one of the things he himself found beautiful about this world. 
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Before they set off up the rest of the mountain the next morning, Chery and the traveller decided 
to tinker with Albedo’s alchemical equipment in hopes of crafting some cold-resistant potions. So 
far, however, Paimon had been a nervous by-stander while the two simply went with gut instinct 
and faint memory of the recipie. 


BOOM! 


The two of them ducked head-first into the snow as the beaker shattered into a million pieces. 
“Well, that didn’t go the way we’d planned’, said Chery with genuine disappointment before 
Aether suggested giving it another shot. 


The fairy slowly crept out from her own hiding place underneath a table. ‘Paimon’s starting to 
think that you two share the same braincell’. Then she gulped at the look they gave her. ‘But that 
doesn’t mean you can use that one braincell to think of cooking Paimon!’ She still seemed to be 
pretty mad at their argument last night on who got to use her as a heat pack to cuddle. 


In the end, they pocketed their products as self-defence against monsters instead of for 
consumption. Aether neatly tied the end of his braid, ready to take off, when the tip of a sword was 
flung straight in his face. 


‘Oh, sorry about that’. Chery just realized that her practice of a sword swing had ended up nearly 
impaling his nose. She smiled. ‘Did I scare you?’ 


Aether felt his eyebrow twitch as he noted how her expression looked so alike to that smug smile 
Albedo had given him the last time up here. And Paimon seemed to be thinking the same thing as 
she muttered: “These two are meant for each other, aren’t they?’ 


The blizzard had not ceased even during the daytime- that was Dragonspine. Chery stood at the 
edge of the cliff right in front of the campsite, despairing at the height they had left to trek. But... 
turning back 180 degrees, she took in the eerie view of ... bones? They were enormous, curving 
into one another almost like- a ribcage. A shiver prickled her skin, and surely not only from the 
cold. 


‘I haven’t been down there yet’. Aether joined her, staring at the vast valley stretching out below 
them. There was something odd about the snow down there... they reflected a light red tint that he 
thought he'd been imagining all this time. And Chery seemed to be thinking the same thing. 


‘People have said the heart is in the middle of the mountains’, she said in an almost absent- 
minded mumble, 'But they didn't specify where’. Then, she gave an expectant look, and he nodded 
yes. They fixed their windgliders and soared down onto the planes, weaving in between the giant 
bones. Their makeshift bombs did indeed come in handy. Chery had to admit as they ambushed the 


fatui skirmishers below, that she could relate to the elation Klee bubbled with when causing 
explosions all over the place. She and Aether were giggling, giddy from the fun by the time they 
landed, but her laughs came to an abrupt stop when she noticed something hidden deep inside a 
cave, towards the core of the mountain. 


Warmth, cold, warmth, cold. 


The two extremes spiralled in Albedo’s mind, along with dozens of memories associated with 
either sensation, even as he accompanied the skipping Klee through a carnival they’d stumbled 
upon that weekend. The cold of the snow, the heat of sunshine, the cold of his master’s expectant 
stares, the warmth of the strawberry pancakes made in a cosy home. 


A splitting headache tore at his forehead, and it only seemed to worsen each time he blinked. 
Those two sensations conflicted within him, all throughout his body. Which part of this artificial 
body of his supported the heat and which reinforced the cold? His heart? Brain? Lungs, limbs, 
spine? 


What was wrong with him? He should calm down. The entire afternoon, he’d borne it- the 
headache. Tried to ignore it as Klee pulled him from one amusement to the other, smiled through it 
as she waved at him from the back of a silky-haired pony, asking him to watch. He wouldn’t let 
himself ruin her fun. 


Calm down. Calm down. 


-Red. Such a bright red . The crisp silver of the snow gradually melted into bare ground, bathed 
in the scarlet light emanating from the strange device at the far end of the hollow cave. Bony 
remains still jutted on the inside, though only as detritus. A fleshy, glowing ovoid of crimson, 
enclosed in rock- that was the source of the illumination. And from it stretched spidery red veins, 
creeping their way along the roof of the cavern as though they yearned to grow further. She 
shuddered even as she went closer in, feeling as though the red blades of grass brushing against her 
stockinged legs were whispering something sinister to her. 


And it was so warm- the warmth of a living being, as though they were not in a freezing 
environment after all. It was... 


‘The heart of Dragonspine’. She turned to find Aether right next to her, with Paimon cowering 
behind his back. ‘I- is it alive?’ the fairy said tentatively. The glow of the large, ovoid thing was 
enhanced every other second, almost throbbing to a beat. A heartbeat. Chery knew the answer to 
that last question already. 


- The lively images of the carnival were intensified now ; his vision blurred and magnified at the 
same time. Cold of the air as he spent sleepless nights researching on his own. Always alone. 
Warmth of a beating heart- was it his heart? Or no, the beating of that far, far away from where he 
was right now. A second heartbeat whose sound he could sometimes feel in him- a sound he could 
never seem to deaden. 


- She reached a hand out to the thing , and she couldn’t tell if it was heat or something else that 
repelled her. The heart of the dragon whose waste and corruption wreaked havoc once. It lay before 
her now; it frightened her. 


‘If he’s connected to this thing’, she started, ‘Can’t we do something about it?’ 


Aether looked just as unnerved as she did. Even he did not appear all that comfortable with letting 
his hand stray too close to the heart. ‘I’m not sure if that’s a good idea...’ 


- Lessons . Books, papers, vessels of mysterious substances and theories on time, space and the 
universe. Tales of a dragon created by alchemy itself, which were much more than tales to him. All 
piled into his head since the very first breath he’d taken. Yet, none of it had so far gotten him even 
a step closer to the final thing he pursued. The truth of this world. Finding it would get him out of 
the cold, surely. Him... and Master, too. Was that what she wished for? Was that his reward? Not 
from the ultimate knowledge of the world but from you. Master. Master, teacher, creator, of all the 
things you taught me, why would you not tell me? What is my reward? 


- Down from the ground of the cave, grew crystals of scarlet quartz - the same ones she’d 
shattered out on the mountain trails for warmth. They... shared the glow of the heart. So all this 
time, the long, wisps of crimson that had surrounded her as she’d broken them, had been blood. 
The decay and venom of a cursed beast. The same blood that- 


No. It couldn’t be. 


Her legs started moving, carrying her away. The traveller and his companion watched, confused, 
as her pace quickened with each step she took out of the cavern. She felt sick. Her mind reeled. 


-He’d promised her- Chery- that he would keep himself in check. That wasn’t what he was doing 
now. He had better stop- but how, when that will was not his? 


His head hurt. It hurt so much. He wanted it to stop... all of it. The throbbing and the pain and the 
faintest murmur of a voice so uncannily like his, that he'd always thought he'd imagined 
whispering behind his ears up in the mountains, from the depths of a crimson heart; that echoed the 
only thought that now remained in his head: 


You're losing it, aren't you- 
‘Yippee!’ 


He felt himself jolt a little, and something tight wrapped around his lower body. A child’s eyes 
staring up at him, accompanied by a delighted grin. A sight that had become so familiar to him. 


‘That was amazing! Klee had lots of- hey, are you alright?’ Her arms around him did not loosen. 
His shoulders relaxed as his hand came down to pat her head, and he knew he’d been saved. 


She collapsed on the harsh white ground , not giving a second thought to the cold biting her skin 
as she lay there. Her companions reached her, and they stopped when they saw she was crying. 


Klee and Albedo sat at a bench, still at the carnival. She had not taken no for an answer when she’d 
volunteered to go get them ice cream while he took a time-out. He felt his tongue numb as it hit the 
sweet, chilly stuff. Klee was already gobbling down hers with the typical enthusiasm of her age. 
She’d gotten some chocolate on her cheek, too. This time, though, he was prepared. With a 
handkerchief, he wiped at her face while she giggled. 


It was decided, then. He’d rather have his whole sanity swallowed up by the corruption than 
preserve even a vestige of memory of the people important to him, for it to hurt. 


Later that night, he stood before the mirror. As a way of finishing off her great adventure for the 
weekend, Klee stayed the night with her best buddy in the woods: the young boy raised in the 
forest, who knew not how to read, but how to protect his friends. Good. She was happy; she 
wouldn’t know what Albedo would do in the meantime- what he’d attempted several times this 
past month. 


He stared at his reflection, the bare skin showing in the slit of his unbuttoned shirt. His hand 
placed itself over his chest, concealing the still livid scars embellishing the region where his heart 
lay. 


In the blink of an eye, that same hand shot to the sharp object that sat on the bathroom sink- 


Albedo heaved heavy breaths as the tip of the scissors stopped short of his heart, willed by a force 
other than himself to not see the task through. As it had always done. By now, he’d grown numb to 
the pain of a sharpened edge digging into the outermost layers of his skin; the thick red liquid 
silently trickling down, staining the pure white of his shirt. Another scar, that was all. Another 
failed effort. 


The din the scissors made as it clattered to the floor rang in his ears amidst the oppressive quiet. 
His knees gave way, and he rested his forehead on the cool wood of the sink cupboard. 


He did not weep; he did not shout. He only wished that, for once, when the next morning would 
arrive, his eyes did not have to open. 


The next time Chery stepped into his lab, Albedo was not there. Then, peeking behind his desk, 
she found him, lying on the floor amidst sheets of yellowing academic papers, both blank and 
scribbled. His coat was off, and he had his forearm over his eyes, his breathing deep and even. 
Seeing him, she was struck by that thought again- that for all his wisdom and practicality, he was 
more like a child. 


She thought she should look for a blanket for him, and began rummaging through the cupboards. 


“You’re here’. She turned to see Albedo fully awake now. Standing up, he fixed tired eyes on her, 
but held himself calmly as ever. It made her want to shake him, shake away the impassiveness. She 
advised him to go home and rest. 


‘I don’t think I should’, was all he said. He hadn’t quite known what he was researching this time. 
He’d simply decided to move to the floor, and his eyelids had grown heavier as he lay there, 
thinking and not thinking. Staring at the adornments on the wall: the drawing Chery had retrieved 
for him at the Lantern Rite, and next to it, the looming hands of the clock ticking menacingly. 


In the meantime, Chery took a seat, her focus falling on the flower vase, its cecelias now 
completely withered. She promised to bring some new flowers tomorrow, and he smiled. He 
thanked her, saying Sucrose would take good care of them. 


“Wait, you won’t be here?’ she asked. 


He bent down to pick up the papers, then stopped short. ‘I was hoping to visit Dragonspine again. 
My... studies there are still incomplete’. He didn’t tell her of the panic that had overcome him only 
a few days ago, nor the full scope of these “studies”. 


She winced, the memory of her journey there, of a still-alive rotting corpse, fresh in her mind. 
Everything he had hidden for so long, a weight carried by himself alone. “You shouldn’t go there’, 
she blurted. He looked at her then, and she could tell by the change in his expression that he had 
read her like an open book. “You’ ve been there, haven’t you?’ 


She tensed a little as he then approached her with broad strides, all the way until he had one hand 
placed on the table, next to hers. ‘I asked you not to dwell on it’. He leaned in to her slightly. Was 
that anger in his blue eyes? “That is a dangerous place. What if you had found yourself hurt?’ 


‘It’s even more dangerous for you’, she retorted, and he drew back. 


‘I... cannot help it, I feel’. The thoughts that were not his, the pull towards those mountains- they 
were things that were governed not by himself. 


‘Then let us help you! Can’t we get rid of that heart or something?’ She was fully aware of the 
futility of her words even as she said them. ‘Or if you stay away from it, or Aether purified that 
sword right? Something like that-’ 


‘It is not the dragon’. 
She hadn’t realised that she was out of her seat, her face hot with fervour. 


‘It’s me’. His smile- instead of mirth, held a touch of melancholy. ‘No matter where I go, it’s still 
a part of me. Chalk, the purest of soil, the perfect basis for artificial life- that is me. And this blood 
is mine and not mine. It is inseparable, it is inevitable’. The price of mortality, the price of life for 
someone like him. 


That sick feeling came over her again, but she did not run. Why did he accept it so easily? Why, 
why, why? His face softened when she sank back into her chair. ‘I’ve upset you, haven’t I?’ he 
asked, voice low. She did not look up from her lap even as he moved away from the table. 


‘There’s something I’d like to show you’. She watched as his hand moved to the light switch on 
the wall. ‘Oh, don’t be afraid. It’s only for a moment’. He’d been expecting the agitation in her 
frame, but she nodded. The distress colouring her face, her words and her tone, was apparent, and it 
was because of him. She knew too much already, but it was done now. He didn’t have much to 
offer, but he hoped this would at least take away that distress off her shoulders. 


The room was plunged into pitch-black, and Chery’s hands went automatically to grip the arms of 
the chair. She gulped. She heard some rustling from the dense space of darkness before her. The 
clink of a beaker. 


‘This was actually a by-product of a test I ran some days back, but I have to admit it’s quite 
fascinating to watch... so I thought you would like it-’ Albedo felt a hand grip his shirt. 


‘Sorry’, she said in a hushed voice. She couldn’t stand the dark for that long. He said it was 
alright. He resorted to sliding down against a counter, and she knelt beside him. Like two small 
children on the floor. In his palm was a small, fleshy substance, most uninteresting in its current 
state. But one tap of his finger, and it dissolved into something else- new life. 


Her troubling thoughts did indeed evaporate as miniature streaks of bright teal, the same colour as 
his eyes, shot upwards and curled into swirls, like new buds sprouting into bloom. The swirls 
continued, followed by tiny bursts like fireworks. 


She was smiling again. Albedo was glad. And her fingers still curled absently on his shirt. He 
hoped she wouldn’t let go. 


These thoughts of his, she did know. She was only aware of the droplets of tears that rolled down 
her cheeks, even as she watched the small spectacle slowly come to an end. Aware of the boy next 
to her. Friendly, magical, secretive. It did not matter. He was here, next to her. With her. And she 
felt her heart breaking as she silently reiterated the wish she’d sent off with a golden lantern not so 
long ago... the impulse of a thought that he would indeed, be there with her, and not ever go 
away. 
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It was a bright morning in the late days of spring. Birds, butterflies and flowers, singing 
invariably to their daily rhythm. And on that morning, it was not quite his own accord that made 
the alchemist’s feet move in the direction they did now. One part of him- the small, insignificant 
part where his own influence remained and struggled in vain to surface- saw refuge in his 
destination. It was best, a place without a soul in sight; where things would be in control until they 
were either put to a stop... or got worse. The other part of him, however, the part that seemed to 
dictate his body now... 


He made a brief halt on the path. A patch of budding dandelions lay before him. But as he 
extended his hand to one stalk, the buds did not flourish prematurely under his touch as they would 
usually. He watched with a ruthless gaze as the plant curled and wilted altogether. 


Chery was not in a particularly good mood that day, which is why she found herself with Klee that 
morning, bombing fish in a lake. Before leaving for work, Mama had ambushed her. 


‘Cherie, haven’t you any plans of being more than a... librarian’s assistant?’ 


Chery knew immediately that it had to do with the function last night. Atlthough it hadn't been so 
bad this time, really... until that one passing comment by one of them to Chery: ‘Having fun 
arranging books, are you?’ 


Mama had heard it. Now, of course, she and her mother broke into an argument where Chery 
asked her why she uttered the title as if it were something shameful. Mallory didn't answer, but 
only went on until finally declaring that she could waste her potential and be just another 
commonplace nothing if she wanted to. 


Whatever. Chery had vented out her irritation by means of fish murder, before sitting back down 
at her desk with a dismissive sigh. But no matter what distraction, they stung her, Mama’s callous 
words... as always. Chery knew they were thrown at her in moments of angry impulse- but she 
couldn’t help wondering, on more than one occasion, how much she meant each of them. 


Her troubling thoughts were interrupted only by Sucrose entering the library, her face taut with 
apprehension. 


‘Miss Chery’. She looked so worried that Chery stood up again to address her. ‘Um, would you 
happen to know where Mr. Albedo is?’ What was this? It was normal for him to disappear during 


the day, and Sucrose knew it more than anyone else. ‘He... was acting a little weird this morning’. 


Chery’s blood ran cold. She startled the living daylights out of Sucrose as she pressed her to 
continue. ‘H- he was having a bad headache, he said. And... I don’t know how to explain it, but... 
he just wasn’t himself’. 


The alchemist let out a squeak as Chery tore past her and to the librarian, asking her to be 
prepared if anything bad were to come in the way of the city. 


“Wait, sweetie-’ Lisa stared, bemused, as her assistant ran out the library doors. 
No, no, no, this can’t be happening. 


‘How bad could it be if you...?’ she’d asked him only a few days ago, when he was back from 
Dragonspine. He had not replied. 


She raced down the corridors, her intent on who to find being the only clarity in her troubled 
mind. 


He called her name as she wrestled for more time to get the reading done. 


‘You can’t see anything, can you?’ Albedo finally asked, and the translucent discs before him 
vanished. 


It was only a tentative move: Mona’s chin being thrust up. ‘Yes, I can-’ 


‘Tam not doubting your abilities’. Surely, his focus this time surpassed the vase of flowers and 
drifted into another world entirely, Mona thought as observed his diverted eyes. She would tell 
him. She grudged her clients not one bit of their fate if they wanted it. 


‘I did see something, just as any other reading, but...’ She recalled the spook that had overcome 
her at what she saw. ‘It was nothing at all’. 


Nothingness. It fit him. 


Was it nothingness that he was in now? A place with neither light nor dark, neither warmth nor 
cold. Everything felt heavy, like a dense curtain closing in on him, not allowing him to rise. A 
shroud. A deathbed. 


He hadn’t quite meant to, but he’d done on himself, an analysis. Identified the screams of 
conflicting ideas, thoughts, emotions, feelings, colliding together with such a force that had made 
him want to tear his skull apart. Oddly, he no longer felt it; instead, there was lucidity. It stifled 
him. 


Answers: day and night, that had been his utmost zeal. About himself, he had never questioned 
his master beyond what she divulged, beyond the only demand he had to meet to survive: 
perfection. He knew only such insignificant little about the story behind his own creation. Is that 
why he searched for his own answers, by returning to those dreaded mountains? A desperate 
answer to what, why, how? Not regarding the universe, for once, but himself? 


This was his curse, laid on him by his creator herself. He’d known it was there. He had refused to 
be obsessed with it. As long as the earth turned, one more day would go by as the worst was 
postponed. One more day, knowing that he would never be like the very people he walked 


amongst; even a short life lived efficiently, lived to perfection, was necessarily one unburdened by 
loneliness. But this isolation he felt; he’d once thought he could ignore it. It killed him. 


- A scarlet glow coming from a cavern in the mountains, familiar to him as his own heartbeat. 


Even in this empty realm, he found himself before the only thing he knew he had control over. 
There he was before his easel, his palette out in his hands. What would he paint now? How about 
his life? 


Blue for the isolation; the fear of himself. 


Yellow for the words of an astrologer: Fate cannot be changed, nor can it be reversed. It can only 
but be accepted. 


Rose for the dinners at a table for four; for the child who would tug at his cheeks, willing him to 
smile. 


And green- his hand stopped at it, and he stared at the strokes of dye on the white background. 
Green for the beautiful eyes of one he trusted, and everything they stood for: a promise to bring 
fresh flowers; the soft sniffles as she knelt next to him in the dark; a smile that made all the stars in 
the sky tumble right into his world. ‘You’re pretty cool, chief alchemist’. 


Why? Why must he remember now? He’d promised himself to let them all go. Temporary: he’d 
always known that would be the definition of the things he acquired, and yet he’d clung on. 
‘You’re selfish, aren’t you?’ Yes, that seemed to be it. Finally, an answer- 


‘Down’. His paintbrush clattered noisily as a hand enclosed his face, muffling him, choking him. 


‘Those things are not yours’. This voice- calm, brutal- Albedo could already tell it was his own. 
Recognized it as the one that had rang clear in a din of crashing thoughts not so long ago. ‘What 
could you ever call yours, you who don’t belong?’ Stop it. “You who are meant to destroy?’ Stop 
telling me what I already know. “What are you, even?’ 


His body racked with coughs as he struggled to heave in heavy breaths. 


‘How much longer are you going to be so stubborn? Open your eyes and recognise me, for once. 
Can you tell who I am?’ 


The voice paused, before breaking into a low, mirthless laugh. ‘Fine. Pll wait for you to take 
your time to realise. But I doubt you have much of that left, so how about I remind you? You and I 
are the same. And the only thing that binds us to this world is her’. 


The shroud was still over him; his limbs barely moved as he tried to pry away the hand covering 
his eyes. 


‘But what happens when she decides to break that tie? What defines us then? Well, you're still 
refusing to answer that question, clinging on to the hope that you were the perfect one after all, 
when she decided to let you go. Because at the end of the day, we became the same in her eyes. 
She could finally see that you were just. Another. Failure’. 


Everything erupted into silence again. A silence that still rang with the words Albedo had been 
waiting to hear from master herself. For carefully enclosed in those memories which he wished he 
could keep forever on the pages of a sketchbook was the thought that accompanied every swish of 
her long cloak as he followed her in the snow, every light brush of her fingers against his forehead 
as she trimmed the fair locks that resembled hers. And that was the innocent note of curiosity of 


what he really was to her which perhaps, he would never live to know. 


And with that thought, came the last bit of strength in his physical body, the remnant of his 
consciousness... this time over, in these last hours at least, if he could manage what he’d failed at, 
all this time- 


-The sword in the hands of his actual body was not allowed to even raise itself, much less direct its 
edge at himself. 


‘If you are going to be this troublesome, I'll have to quieten you myself’. The hand over his face 
now moved to his throat. Albedo could not cry out even as he stared at eyes that were his, and not 
his at the same time. A dead gaze, looking down at him- the same crimson of the throbbing heart 
his physical self stood before now. Yet for all their similarities, there was one oddity- no diamond 
mark on this nightmarish figure’s neck. 


‘Then again, there is someone who would do that for you, isn’t there?’ There was. The outlander, 
the traveller. He was probably why Albedo didn't panic as much as he should’ ve. At their first 
meeting itself, Albedo had known. If he were to lose control, he now knew one who could stop 
him. For good. The traveller, the city Albedo lived in and everyone in it- they would be alright. 
They would be safe. 


Then why, even as the hand of his actual self reached through the heat and into the heart of the 
dragon, the heart of venom, did he think of what he did: a final wish, a futile one. 


I don’t want to die. 


The only sounds to her ears were the quick, heavy pants of hers and the traveller’s, as well as the 
whooshing winds of a Dragonspine blizzard. Having made it to the core, they halted, noticing no 
irregularities in the place. The giant heart throbbed as usual, perhaps livelier than before. 


‘Eek! Looks like he’s already made his way out’, said Paimon. 


Chery stood a little behind her and Aether, near the entrance of the cave. ‘Aether’. Panic crept up 
her spine even with no obvious threat in their midst. ‘We should get out of here’. The boy turned 
his golden eyes to her, until they widened. Chery followed the hint, whipping back- 


He stood before her now, as normal as normal could be, and she was relieved. What should she 
say? “Albedo-’ she started, when his hand came up. None of the people present there said a word 
as that gloved hand landed the lightest touch on the side of her face. The side with the scar. 


Was this really him? But... the eyes that followed the trail of his fingertips did not seem to be that 
of a person alive; glazed over, impersonal. She was scared. Behind them, Aether started to speak, 
when Albedo’s hand drew back from her. She immediately knew that a lot of things weren’t right. 


She took a hasty step back, only to be knocked off her feet. Both she and Aether landed on the 
ground, thrown back, before a loud rumbling noise shook the cave. The light seeping inside the 
cavern diminished as mounds of snow and rock began filling the entrance. Frantically getting up, 
they threw themselves at the increasing barrier just as the last rays of daylight vanished, along with 
the chilling sight of impassive eyes- no longer the familiar blue, but an ominous scarlet. 


‘No! How could we be so stupid?’ Chery cried, hacking fruitlessly at the immovable blockade 
with her sword. The only illumination in their prison was the vibrant red glow of the heart. She 
hated it. 


Aether too, stopped his pummelling and fixed a hard gaze on the dragon’s heart. The scarlet 
quartz on the floor had been broken already, but the core that fuelled it still thrived. That would be 
enough. 


‘Be careful! It’s toxic, isn’t it?’ Chery watched anxiously as he approached the heart, the sword 
Albedo once gave in his hand. ‘I was able to wield this before it was purified’, Aether said, 
bringing the weapon between him and the heart. ‘So this shouldn’t be a problem’. 


A chorused yelp escaped Chery and Paimon as he thrust the blade into the heart. The beating 
intensified, and crimson tendrils swirled around the sword until he finally heaved it back. ‘Stand 
back!’ Chery was admittedly captivated as he bolted to the barrier, driving the steaming sword 
straight into it. 


Aether, now on the soft white ground of the outside world, picked himself up. The tendrils around 
the sword had ceased, and he looked back to find the debris of the blockade now sizzling away, 
wisps of red drifting off of them. His companions joined him with a cheer. Now, there was no time 
to lose. 


The path Albedo had taken was apparent, what with the demolition of random Fatui and hilichurl 
camps he had left in his wake. However, it was more than your average chaos, Chery noted as they 
threaded between the jutting skeleton of the dragon at top speed. The skeleton itself... it seemed to 
have grown more in size, as though the rest of the remains had suddenly popped up from their long 
rest under the packs of snow. Wait... 


‘Oh my god’, she said in no more than a whisper, but just enough for Aether to hear. ‘I know 
what he’s doing’. This obsolete knowledge I possess- if I ever were to misuse it... 


Butterflies and branches and fleeting blossoms: the new life only he could create with his own 
hands. But, the full prowess of alchemy he wielded- apply that to something else... 


‘He’s trying to bring the dragon back-’ She was abruptly cut off as something violently rose out 
of the snow between her and the traveller, throwing them to opposite sides. Another chunk of 
skeleton- a piece of spine. And as the two of them stared at each other for a moment from where 
they lay, they saw the terror reflected in both their faces. And with this acknowledgement, they 
nodded. 


They raced down the hills at twice the speed they had before, lungs burning from the cold. 
‘There!’ Paimon pointed her small fingers at a looming figure at the bottom of the hill, only some 
distance away from the border of Dragonspine. 


... ‘Aether’, called the alchemist from the crate he sat on. It was the dead of the night, Aether was 
sure, and after another thrilling day of adventures up in the snowy mountains. Yet Albedo was wide 
awake. 


Aether groggily hoisted himself up on his elbows, flipping off Paimon’s foot from where it had 
been pressed against his face. She did not rise from her satisfying slumber. 


‘Tf there is a threat lurking, a massive one, you could say, you would see to quenching it, wouldn’t 
you?’ He did not look at Aether as he spoke. His gaze was on the spindly tops of the mountains. 


‘Uh, yeah? If it would hurt people, then I'd help in any way I can’. 


‘T thought as much’, was the answer of the alchemist. He sounded content... but not necessarily 
happy. ‘You are a most virtuous person that way’. 


Presently, his confusion surrounding those words had been cleared. This was what Albedo had 
meant- himself. With this realisation, Aether suggested alternating attacks to try and knock him out, 
and Chery affirmed that she would go first. With her sword gripped tight in her palms, she made 
her way down the narrow surface of a giant bone jutting out of the hillside, and launched herself 
from its tip. It was not the sharp point of the blade that she had facing the ground. No, she could 
not afford to hurt him that much. 


Albedo’s back was still to her even as she approached him, but then arose thick slabs of earth in 
his wake. She’d been expecting something of the sort, and she managed to land on the rock feet- 
first, though the impact gave her brain a thorough jolt. Aether bounced off next to her, aiming for 
Albedo with one of his wind currents. It missed, but their blades clashed together. 


Chery came to Aether’s reinforcement, both sending attack after attack of both sword and 
element, but the swiftness of the alchemist seemed to have quickened. Piece by piece, the hope in 
her heart shrivelled as she noticed the changes in even his combat technique. The impeccable 
grace- that still persisted, but now instead of the lovely, golden sun-shaped discs that once 
materialised with each swing of his sword, were wisps of that hateful crimson. 


While Aether attacked, she shot out one of her hydro ribbons, which successfully wrapped around 
Albedo’s sword-arm. Triumphant, she pulled at the ribbon, but he did not budge. Her mind had a 
brief second to register the trouble she was in before she was hauled forward and flung to the 
ground. She barely had the chance to get back up before a line of tall ice shards- like the coarse 
scales of a mutated lizard- spiked up in her direction. 


She leapt out of the way, barely missing being impaled. She was not badly hurt yet- but her chest 
was pained at the thought of him intending to hurt her and the traveller. No, this was not him. She 
had to get her head back in the game. She turned again to the scene, only to notice Aether being 
whacked all the way into a rock, where he slumped with a groan. 


Albedo, however, did not appear to bother too much about them anymore, and he continued down 
the snowy path with only one intention in mind. Nevertheless, she charged, her many currents of 
water slashing repeatedly with lightning speed- most which he easily deflected- until she got close 
enough for a sword’s reach. 


Her blade and his struck each other with a clang, sending out sparks of fireworks, and her arm- 
muscles screamed at the pressure they were put under. He was too strong, but she held her ground 
even as her weapon leaned more and more towards her. The clash lasted long enough for her to 
take note of the golden diamond at his neck now a bright magenta, the same colour as the sword 
Aether had used. She screamed his name over and over again. 


‘Albedo, snap out of it!’ she cried. ‘Albedo!’ The two swords sent out a shrill screech as they 
scraped each other. Then, those lifeless scarlet eyes fell directly on hers, and his lips contorted into 
a calm, yet infinitely terrifying smile as he spoke. 


‘That boy in white’, it was his voice, but again not of the person she knew, ‘Is no more’. 


Her heart did a flip, and he took the opportunity to send a final slash at her. She arched back, but a 
fraction too late as the blade came crashing down on her- 


Slice. 


A gasp escaped her lips in that moment of high definition where time slowed, before she was 
hurled back. 


Blood. 


It fell in heavy drops onto the soft, crisp snow. Thick and red, before it melted into the white stuff, 
tainting it, transforming it into something impure. 


Now she knew whose it was. Even as she lay on the ground, her head dizzying her enough to 
make her sick, she knew it came from the long, angry gash on her right shoulder. /t hurt. Black 
spots danced in her eyes as she attempted to raise herself off the snow with only the support of her 
other arm. Just a few feet in front of her lay her Vision, part of its vivid blue surface peeking out 
from the mound of snow it was buried in. 


Hot, velvety blood, dripping down her arm. She could only stare at it, coughs erupting from her 
chest and almost twisting into a laugh at finally realising the source of her ominous visions. The 
piercing cold numbing her, but not enough to ignore the pain coursing through her body; it was all 
in place. Only now, she knew the unbearable sting at her heart as she’d woken from those dreams, 
had been at none other than the notion of one dear to her, being in the precarious ledge he was at 
now. Out of control, hurting others, hurting himself. In her heart, was none other than despair. 


‘Chery!’ Aether calling her name, running to her. With an arm around her waist, he hoisted her up 
onto her feet. She wanted to lie there, on the ground. Not get up again. Not with the pain. ‘Come 
on, stay with me’, the boy urged, and another support came to her right arm from the floating fairy. 


That was when they felt a tremor under their feet, rocking them as well as the snowy world 
around them. Red veins began climbing up the skeleton up the mountain. The dragon, Durin; it 
would be back. 


‘Chery’, he said again, and she felt tears prick her eyes at his crestfallen expression. ‘If we don’t 
do something now- if- if we don’t stop him...’ 


Quench the threat. 
‘No’. Her voice cracked. ‘No, please, no. Don’t- don’t hurt him. Please don’t hurt him’. 


Blue eyes, a smile often gone unnoticed at a passing compliment, a rare laugh. A mild gaze on her 
as he said he’d had a listen of the piece on moonlight she adored so much. He said he’d enjoyed it. 
It was lovely, just as she’d promised it would be. 


It’s your choice, once you identify who that is, if you wish to still care for them. Mona’s words. 
Then- care for him she would. She wouldn’t abandon. Never. 


‘One more try’, she pleaded. The traveller nodded, appearing relieved at the decision that had 
been hanging off a cliff finally being made. And so they rushed back in the alchemist’s direction, 
driven only by blind will at this point. Chery could not wield her sword with her right hand, but she 
let out all her residue strength into her hydro attacks, blended with Aether’s own. 


‘I told you’, she managed in between the chaotic barrage of attacks. ‘I told you not to lose your 
way, didn’t I?’ 


No coloured glasses obscuring her view anymore, as they had that day. She saw only him, even if 
he donned the eyes of a stranger that did not soften. But she could tell that he took in every word of 
hers. 


And in the meantime, came Aether with his sword directly at him from opposite her, only to be 
deflected by the swift movement of Albedo's sword to block him. Except this time, his sword did 


not remain against Aether’s in a clash, but instead veered around, and the traveller’s golden eyes 
widened in genuine fear as he registered, in an almost blinding flash, the tip of the sword heading 
straight for his middle- 


No! 


She did not have the time to scream it out loud as she thrust herself before the traveller with a 
massive tidal wave hurled in between her and the alchemist, nor did she fully comprehend the 
swirling winds that stormed from behind her, stirring the chilly snow under their feet until they 
were left in a muddling flurry. 


When they opened their eyes, Albedo was now on his knees, sword still clutched in his hand, but 
encompassed as he was neck-down, in a thick block of obstinate Dragonspine ice. 


And Chery- she followed the urge that had arisen in her that day she’d found him exhausted on 
the floor of the lab, alone. She flung herself onto the cold snow, and threw her arms around him. 


She breathed through the searing pain in her shoulder, the impulse to pass out, through the fright 
that shook her even as she held herself against the one who had already hurt her. 


Albedo’s whole body save his face was enclosed with ice, yet the crimson of his eyes burned 
brighter as he struggled to free himself. Aether stood by right behind him, sword in hand, ready for 
the worst. Around them, the regeneration of the dragon’s body seemed to have paused. 


She said his name again. It didn’t work. ‘Albedo, hey’. Her hands went to hold the sides of his 
face, gently. ‘I...’ What words were there to say? She couldn’t decide if they were the right ones, 
but they were all what came to her. 


“You said this is a part of you, right? Then that’s okay’. His struggling continued, though rather 
sluggish. “But there’s more to you. And if- if you can’t remember who you are, then I’ Il tell you’. 


His face, his cheeks- so soft, so warm. So human. 


“You told me I can be myself if I wanted to, remember? So you can too. First, you- you love 
desserts’. She let out a small laugh. Her own cheeks were wet, and her voice shook. ‘You love 
drawing, and you love studying the world, and you love your master and you love Klee. You treat 
her like a little sister, and you read her bedtime stories and teach her the different kinds of lizards 
to catch. And you love this city because it reminds you to be free’. 


The ice on him was melting, slowly, but surely. On his neck- starting from the diamond mark and 
creeping up under the collar of his shirt, were cracks of magenta. Like a broken porcelain vessel. 
She had to hurry. 


- Albedo was battered, body, mind and heart alike. He’d thought it was his curse that did this, but 
now he wondered, had he done this to himself? He couldn’t decide. 


In this never-ending nothingness, he lay on solid ground- a resting place. He watched in silence as 
tiny specks of white powder drifted up from where he lay- from him. Dust, soil, chalk. 


The universe is heaven reversed, and the earth is a dream lost to time. 


These things which he had contemplated for the entirety of his life. He was tired, now. Something 
else joined the wafting dust; small, clear droplets- clearer than his mind had ever been- leaving his 
eyes. Tears. He had never known that sensation of one’s own tears. 


There was only him now, in this emptiness. And that- himself- he wasn’t sure if he knew what he 
was anymore. 


You’re kind. 


There was... someone reminding him, though. Spouting out the most random facts about him in 
an absolute train-wreck. 


You’re so kind- to me, to Klee, to everyone around you. 

Was this what he was? 

I wanted to see... what that kindness would bloom into, like one those flowers you make. 
Or who he was? 


-And now, trickling from his eyes- still so red- to his cheeks, were tears, mixed with crimson. It 
dribbled onto her hands, but she did not take them away. 


And you love drawing people when they’re happy. 


Through the dense curtain he was wrapped in, something reached out to him. Two hands- one 
gloved, the other bare, but covered in blood. The traveller’s and hers. Was she hurt? Did it hurt her 
to reach out to him like this? 


A memory from not so long ago, such a small moment, sauntering into his empty void. She was 
back with some materials for him. She’d stuck her hands through thorns, she was hurt, because he 
had forgotten to warn her. ‘You could’ve simply left it, though, without hurting yourself’, he’d said. 
And she: ‘You needed it, didn’t you?’ 


And what did he need now? Salvation? Freedom? Whatever it was, would they give it to him, 
even if it hurt them? Like the way their hands thrust out and grabbed his now, asking from him 
only one thing: Don’t let go. 


So, what I- no, what we all want for you... 


Yes, their hold on him was firm. He could feel it, feel the pull on him, reaching out for his fragile 
self, like he was a most precious thing to them. 


...[s for you to be happy, too. 
Out of the nothingness, and into the embrace of one who wished for his happiness. 


Chery gasped between sobs as the traces of scarlet in his irises melted into the gentle blue she 
loved so much, and with a hit from Aether’s sword hilt to the head, Albedo slumped onto her 
shoulder. 


Chapter End Notes 


So that's it of the first two sections. More to come ofc. 


And I did say I'd probably post twice a week. I realize that I lied. kdndjf sorry guys I 
find it a little difficult to manage two days with school and stuff and things around here 
are looking kinda shit these days 

But I promise to post once a week because anyway writing, esp about these guys give 
me comfort. 


And a big shout out to everyone reading this, thank you so so much for all the views 
and the kudos. I honestly didn't expect this much. I hope I can continue to give you 
guys smth to look forward to every week (and possibly a follow up someday if I have 
time ??) 


Anyway, hope everyone has a lovely week :) 


Chapter 19 


Three- Summer 


When she awoke, the glare of the sun was in her eyes, and she put up a hand to shield it. In her 
ears were the cries of early summer crickets nestled among the grass she lay on. 


‘Oh, you’re awake, milady’. 


Without getting up, Chery turned her head to see Noelle sitting beside her with a notebook in her 
hands. With only the two of them under that tree that afternoon, it almost felt like the days Chery 
had spent before getting involved with the rest of the world. Before she’d tumbled down the rabbit 
hole which there was no coming back up. 


‘Ah, sorry about that’. She lifted herself up on her left hand, lightly clutching the book on her lap 
with her right. Her entire right arm was still out of service, which was why she’d been given a 
break from the Knights. So here she was, helping Noelle out with her Knightly notes for the exam 
Chery probably could not participate in in her current state. 


“We should stop studying if you’re tired. And it’s about time for your visit, isn’t it?’ Noelle 
suggested, and her lady smiled. Noelle had realised there was no persuading her to stay back and 
rest- she simply insisted on checking up on him almost every day. 


Albedo still hadn’t woken up. It had been nearly two weeks now, and Chery was getting worried. 
After he had gone out cold that day up on Dragonspine, she and Aether had rushed him to the 
Church of Favonius, seeking Barbara and her medical attention. Chery, as she’d watched the sisters 
usher Albedo away, had finally collapsed on the church floor. 


The next time she opened her eyes, it was almost a familiar scene unravelling itself again- herself 
lying on a bed, with the pangs of an injury beating through her bones, now accompanied by a 
scalding temperature. The Deaconess had rushed to her side with a glass of water the moment she 
saw her come to. 


“Your fever will go down soon, no fear. And about the wound- it’s a little deep, but don’t worry, 
I’ve done as much healing as I can’, Barbara reassured her. ‘Although, it’s sure to leave a good 
scar-’ She immediately clamped her dainty hands over her mouth as she looked at her patient. 
Chery only gave her a thin smile. 


‘It’s alright. I’m used to those’. 


She’d been up in the infirmary for a while when her father had come crashing in, stopping short, 
appalled, on seeing his daughter’s state. Though he did not scold her, nor did he interrogate her. 
Like Noelle, he too, demanded that she rest as he remained by her side, her hand cradled gently in 
his. 


The traveller, thankfully, was not seriously injured. Chery had literally thrown her good arm 
around him, nearly in tears as she thanked him and little Paimon for everything they’d done. 


‘But I do feel like it wasn’t us who did much in the end’, he said, returning the hug nevertheless 
with a smile. How could she repay him? Wait, he would soon be on the way to Inazuma, wouldn’t 
he? 


‘Tl notify Ayaka that you’ll be heading that way some time. She’s a very important person there, 


so [’ll make sure to get you a permit that’ll make your passage in Inazuma easier’, she said. 


Aether stared at her for a moment before nearly breaking down to the ground at her feet, much to 
her alarm. Now he thanked her, saying she was one of the few souls to give him some solid aid 
instead of disappearing on him. He waited for Albedo to wake, but couldn’t stay for long. There 
was a ceremony in Liyue he had to catch if he were to continue his search for his sibling. 


Chery knew she could never be sure, but she hoped that they would be fine even without the 
traveller, at least for now. 


Sitting at his bedside, she waited impatiently for those eyes to flutter open again. The cracks at 
his neck had disappeared, and the diamond mark was back to its customary yellow, as though 
nothing had ever happened. 


Klee would always be looming around, drawing picture after picture and thrusting it to Chery’s 
face. ‘See? This is me, mom, dad and Albedo! He’ll wake up for sure from this!’ She held up a 
remarkably done crayon drawing of small figures under a bright sun. She did not know the full 
implication of or the reason for Albedo’s unconsciousness. In fact, no one did. 


As they had hauled him down the mountains, they’d had to make a hasty detour to avoid the 
small Favonius party that had gathered to investigate the commotion. Chery and Aether came to an 
agreement to not let anyone know- even the Knights- until he woke up and decided for himself. 
That did not mean people didn’t have their doubts. 


Chery was particularly aware of the pair of astute eyes that would study her whenever she came to 
visit. Sister Rosaria knew, from the knocked-out boy and his worn-out friends who had returned 
from the snowy mountains, that some near disaster had occurred. She, however, did not have 
proof. 


As for Dragonspine, the excess of the dragon skeleton had sunk back into the ground with another 
tremor. Now, there was a series of multiple holes in the snow where they’d been, perfect for Cyrus 
and his young Adventurers to explore. It wouldn’t be long till they were forgotten under the 
incessant blizzards, though. 


And her life at home... There had been a night or two when Chery had awoken with the nerve- 
racking suspicion that her palms were once again stained scarlet, as well as the vision of that 
disturbing smile of a stranger on a face so familiar. She stayed up for a while sitting at the window 
when that happened, afraid to find sleep again. 


And she decided to postpone her visit to her mother for as long as she could. She still wasn’t quite 
sure how to break it to her. 


It was one morning at the breakfast table, that her best friend had dropped by. Mafu leaned 
against the threshold, arms crossed with a dashing beam. “Hey, princess- yikes!’ She crashed into a 
chair, gaping at the bandages over Chery’s shoulder. Cue her shower of inquiries. 


Chery appreciated her friend’s concern, and answered as many questions as she could. But Mafu, 
who'd learned to read people’s faces sooner than she’d learned all there was to know about herself, 
could tell that not all of Chery’s answers were genuine. But she didn’t pester her about it. Not yet. 


‘Oh, Archons’. Presently, Chery only grinned nervously under her ballet master’s incredulous 
gaze. With a sigh, she declared a break for her; they’d work on more delicate things like her points 
until then. And she muttered on her way out that this was why dancers did not wield swords. 


Chery let out an exhale of relief when she was gone. Oh well, maybe Maria had some cookies or 
the like ready. She was starving! 


*‘Da-da-da!’ She whipped around just in time to find a small being bump into her. “Klee’s here! 
Isn’t this great? Now you can show me around your home! It’s so huge!’ 


The older girl laughed, asking what ever brought her here so suddenly. Someone called her name, 
then, and Chery froze. Looking up, she saw him, with unkempt hair and a loose white dress-shirt 
hanging off his thin frame. And there it was- teal eyes, exhausted, but alive for sure. 


He staggered a little, surprised at her sudden run into him, as well as the warmth of another 
person shoved abruptly against him. It took a few seconds, but soon enough, she felt ginger hands 
spread across her back. 


I don’t want to die. 


Now fully upright on the infirmary bed, Albedo gazed out the window, pondering on this one 
wish amidst the uncomfortable pang in the side of his head. It was the last thing he remembered 
before the rest of his memory, up until he’d woken up a few hours ago, descended into blackness. 


He knew what he had nearly done. He also knew he should be thankful to still find himself 
looking out on the sunshine of another day. And yet that final wish... he somehow felt wrong that 
he should have thought so. As though he should feel ashamed for wanting it. For wanting to live. 


‘Feeling better, Mr. Albedo?’ The Deaconess sauntered into the room, healing kit in hand. He 
nodded with a polite word or two. His lap was littered with the papers scribbled with Klee’s 
drawings, which she’d excitedly shown to him the moment he woke up, until Barbara had careened 
her off, saying he had to rest. 


‘Are you certain I can’t be discharged yet?’ he asked. 


Barbara shook her head with a chuckle. My, this guy, she thought. The day he’d been admitted 
had been rather hectic, what with Miss Chery passing out, too. And then there’d been Bennett to 
pacify, who’d walked in to find bloody stains on the church floor and had barrelled through to see 
if Barbara was alright. She’d never seen him more freaked out than when she’d given him a 
reassuring wave with her red-smeared hand. 


And about Albedo, the first thing he’d asked after opening his eyes was whether Mondstat was 
fine. And then, once she’d confirmed a confused yes and added that Chery and the Honorary 
Knight had brought him in, and Chery had had to stay in the infirmary for a while too, he’d almost 
jumped off the bed. He insisted on checking if they were alright; and going to see her before she 
came to visit. 


And that was how he now found himself at her garden table the next afternoon with a dish of 
cookies between them. She’d been explaining the reason for Aether’s absence; it was unfortunate 
indeed that Albedo didn’t get the chance to speak with him again, after everything he’d done. He 
felt himself indebted. 


Instead, he inquired about her shoulder. ‘It’s getting a lot better’, she said with a deliberate touch 
on her sleeve. To his knowledge, it was only that she’d scarred herself by a bad fall up on 
Dragonspine. She didn’t reveal to many, the ugly slash that lay underneath. And he especially- if 
he did not remember- did not need to know at all; know that it had been his own hands that had 


done this. She was happy enough that he should still be here, right as rain. 


He was silent as he watched Klee amaze the two maids by naming all the flowers in the garden in 
a single breath. He’d picked up only one cookie so far, and even that crumbled halfway in between 
his fingers. 


‘Tm sorry’, he said. ‘It was by coming to my aid- by knowing things you didn’t deserve to be 
burdened with- that you were hurt’. 


She gulped, having expected this topic to arise sooner or later. He continued, ‘I... feel that I 
shouldn’t remain here, in this city. I’ve lived so far not realising my full potential to bring so much 
harm, but now that I’ve stood at that ledge, I am not sure if I deserve...’ 


Klee returned to them to snatch a cookie, before taking off again. 


‘I think you should stay’, said Chery. Of course, he’d known she would protest. “Then, when 
you’re here, you won't be alone’. 


Ah, loneliness. It was like an old friend to him by now. ‘You make it sound as if loneliness is the 
reason this all happened’. 


‘That’s not what I mean!’ He was startled by the sudden animation in her tone. Then her shoulders 
relaxed again. ‘I mean that... that when you’re here, you have people you know and who know 
you. I mean, in some small way, maybe we can help you figure all this out’. There was that glint of 
determination in her eyes, the same she’d had as she’d once offered to help him look for the truth 
of this world. As though she had even the briefest idea of what she spoke about. 


He himself wasn’t all too certain about his situation. But for sure, it had one thing or the other to 
do with the frustration, that torrent of conflicting thought and emotion that had shaken him, that 
had aroused something that shouldn’t have. And the... remedy, as he’d always supposed, would lie 
with the otherworldly traveller. Who else, after all, could have brought him back to normal? 


“You said this thing is inseparable from you, right?’ Chery went on. “Then running away won’t 
make a difference. Besides...’ Her eyes wandered to the little girl skipping around the garden, and 
he followed her gaze. He knew. 


Albedo sighed. “My search for answers, about the universe and about myself, it will likely never 
cease’, he said, before pausing. ‘But I suppose... I should make use of this time to make sense of 
what I know now... and prepare myself for what lies ahead’. She smiled, glad to hear that. 


Having come to this resolution, they sat there on that warm afternoon, while there were several 
others who watched over them unbeknownst. One who had travelled for far many years in this 
world than he should have, who had vowed to intervene if this boy in white were to make a wrong 
move; and some who had once taken him in with open arms and were now relieved to see him 
make it to another day. They all knew, however, that it was not only the traveller- the brilliant 
shooting star- who was responsible, but this little girl in the dancer’s shoes, too, and all that she had 
reminded him of. 


Then again, there was one other person, way above all others in a place as cold as Dragonspine, 
who observed him change with the things she herself could not offer. And no emotion quite 
betrayed her as she looked upon the child she had raised... or rather, the life’s work that was 
slowly and at long last, coming to fruition. 


‘Oh, sweet flower! Look what I brought for you!’ 


Chery’s head shot up from the book she was reading, and her eyes positively twinkled as she 
caught sight of the paper bag the duke held up. ‘Eclair!’ With the parcel now in her hands, she took 
out the precious dessert and chomped her jaws over the first bite with a satisfied nom. Her father 
grinned at his accomplishment. 


“You’re mafing me faf’, she said, voice muffled over the sweet, and the duke’s grin faltered. 


“You won’t get fat from one éclair!’ he countered. ‘And Rosie and Maria told me some friends of 
yours came over yesterday?’ 


She nodded. 


‘And you didn’t even tell me!’ He paused for a moment, as if looking for a worser claim. ‘And I 
didn’t even get to see them! Ever!’ 


“You’re busy at work during the day, Papa’. He reluctantly nodded, sinking into a cloud of 
gloom. 


Ah, well. Her world surely had expanded, starting from the day he’d decided to recruit a 
handmaid for her, when she’d come to him with a request for permission to venture out farther, and 
more often. That moment he’d realised, not with a shock, but with the feeling of something warm 
enclosing his chest, that she was growing up. 


She was no longer the lonely child who had always seemed so angry; the one who’d wanted to 
pick an argument with him (who had also had some trouble with his temper). The little girl of 
whom he’d heard complaints from their previous one maid of screaming like a banshee in her ears 
every day for seemingly no reason. He was certain it was her no longer being cooped up in the 
house that had erased this behaviour of hers. Although... 


The duke observed his daughter joyfully nibbling away at her éclair like a bunny rabbit. Not 
knowing exactly where from she had acquired that awful injury- he sometimes struggled to cope 
with his worry. She’d only said it was an accident. And yet, it was an accident that had turned her 
life upside down in the first place; another one of the unfortunate incidents he knew he was 
responsible for. 


He still remembered that night so vividly. His wife’s shrill screams echoing in his ears. 
Remembered his daughter’s birdlike body lying so still amongst the grass down a hill. They 
wouldn’t have noticed her if it wasn’t for her white nightgown. And... her face. The ground was a 
red mess, and her silky hair was matted with the thick, dark liquid rushing out of the frightening cut 
along her once smooth cheek. He didn’t think his heart had ever fallen so deep into a chasm as it 
had that day. 


Presently, a shiver ran down his spine as those memories came tumbling back. Infinite chances 
for his little darling to fall down on her own in the world, get hurt- her emotions included. He only 
hoped that when those things did happen time and time again- for he knew he had no power to stop 
the nature of this world- the Archons would spare her from too much pain. 


‘The difference between natural and artificial life is in the directional flow of their life force’. 


Words uttered by the woman whom he had yet to identify, but who was the first thing he opened 
his eyes to. Words which he could not yet understand, thus were retained only in the vaguest form 


of a dream in his mind. 


‘Natural things seethe with energy within, which gradually flows out with time. Ergo, flowers and 
humans alike, we watch them bloom and wither’. 


She was nearing him now, the hood of her cloak falling over her face as she bent down to him. 
Only the mellow glow of the fire beside them threw enough light to illuminate the violet of her eyes, 
the diamonds in place of round irises. Like the shape of the very mark on his neck- the mark of her 
handiwork. 


‘Synthetic life, however, gains its energy from outside which is then sealed within. And although 
the likes of you are supposed to be so, I made sure that you and only you, are an exception’. 


And on her thin lips formed the rarest of smiles- the smile of success, of achievement in the course 
of her life’s work after aeons of discarded failures. Of satisfaction that the toxic currents of her 
previous masterpiece, her miracle- the beast that lay under silver mountains which were now 
named after it- had brought her more than simply the grief of a wasted creation. 


A smile- almost a tad sinister- given in the height of this moment where she looked upon him- and 
did not ponder, at least for now, the consequences of this breakthrough. 


‘You are perfect’. 


Klee had been a very good girl while Albedo was fast asleep. In fact, she’d finally followed the 
lesson Chery had given her that day when they were both in Solitary Confinement, just so she 
could stay out of trouble and go visit him! This, she told him as he propped himself up on his bed. 


‘She said, “Now Klee, imagine if Albedo had more work, you wouldn’t be able to go play with 
him, right?’ The little girl imitated her voice as best as she could, making him chuckle. ‘So now 
think, if Jean has more work, she wouldn’t find the time to spend with her friends”. Well, that’s the 
lesson Chery taught Klee, but Klee thought it would be a great way to keep her bombs under 
control and stay out of solitary confinement!’ 


It sure did sound like Chery, Albedo thought. Jean certainly had commented when he’d gone to 
officially receive his leave, that the bombs destroying fruit carts in Mondstat and her resulting piles 
of work had reduced substantially. It was quite a wonder how Chery had managed to drill that 
lesson into this rambunctious child’s head, although he didn’t bet much on how long it’d last. 


Klee suddenly jumped up as if remembering something, and came back with a letter in hand. It 
was for him. While he inspected it, she ran out of the room with a ‘good night!’ and upstairs to her 
own bed, which had once been his when her parents were here. 


Was it from Xingqiu, discussing the plans for his artwork in the next instalment of his book 
series? The seal, however, was not that of Liyue. Oh well, he put down the letter, deciding he could 
read it later. It wasn’t only that he felt worn out- to add to that was how shaken he was by the 
feeling of seeing the contents of this room he’d thought he would not sleep in again. 


With his head resting on feathery pillows, he lay in deep thought. The few fragments he could 
recall from that gap in which he had lost control. That frenzy of uncontrollable thought troubled 
him no longer; a sign that he was alright again. What remained was only words- uttered in his own 
voice. Those things are not yours... What are you even... A failure. Maybe they were true, but 
there was no use moping about them. However, there was something else, too... the oddest feeling 


that threaded in the precious memories he treasured of his master, were the feelings of someone 
other than himself. 


That annoying pang reverberated in his head again as he delved into the depths of his mind, so he 
decided to stop before his brain could spontaneously combust. Anyhow, a solid solution was all he 
needed. Perhaps, if he were to travel afar again, to that place where he’d grown up, and seek out... 


No, he couldn’t go back without completing his final assignment. She would not face him. And 
whether she’d been officially entrusted to him or not, he could not abandon Klee, nor could he let 
Aunt Alice down. Treat her like a real younger sister. So he was thankful that he could be back in 
this home, continuing to do just that. 


This was not how Mafu had planned the evening to go. Among the fun things to do with Chery, she 
certainly had not envisioned them crawling on all fours under the tables of a tavern while the 
atmosphere around them erupted into absolute pandemonium. 


‘So this is nice’, she said, earning a glare from Chery. She’d been basically limping on one hand 
so far, but could marvellously manage. Just then, a burly guy dropped to the ground in front of 
them, forcing them to crawl around him while risking the attacks of wine bottles and plates flying 
around the tavern. 


Mafu had suggested this trip out here- which was more of a gambling den than a tavern- for them 
to loosen up. Though to be honest, it was Mafu who’d been needing the relaxation most, especially 
after that last encounter with the chief priestess of the Inazuman shrine her mother had been 
affiliated with. Man, that lady was sassy, but scary. She was the one, after all, who’d compelled 
Mafu with her steely, guileful gazes, to sign herself up at the detective house she now worked for. 


This evening had started off well. The usual with Chery sitting in a corner, nervously watching 
Mafu place bets with others. That was, until one drunk who'd lost one too many bets went berserk, 
resulting in the current situation they were in. It was a rather normal scene at a gambling den, 
actually. Countless situations of this nature, out of which Chery had saved Mafu’s behind- 
especially when she’d been on the losing end of bets- by dragging her out, even with her anxiety 
surrounding her scar. Just like old times, this was. 


Amidst the onslaught of random tavern equipment going around and the punches and the angry 
bellows, the two girls quietly scurried up to the door. CRASH! The two of them ducked as a plate 
smashed into the door, before finally yanking the knob and skedaddling. They sprinted for some 
distance even after escaping, pants threaded with laughter. 


It was some way into the night. Chery would have to go home soon- her father wanted her back 
on time, at least until her wound healed. It was then that Mafu collapsed onto the soft grass, and 
Chery joined her without hesitation. 


Under the black curtain of the sky, they lay side by side, chatting about the most random things. 
Chery gave several anecdotes of the various officers who’d take the opportunity to rant to her after 
patrol while Mafu described her adventures with the crew as well as her recent travels with the 
ronin samurai Kazuha, who was on a mission for his late friend. 


‘No, I’m serious. He literally said Are you asking for more punishment?’ Mafu reminisced, 
recalling Kazuha’s dangerously calm remark to a bandit who’d nabbed their stuff. 


Chery gulped. “You have to admit, that’s kinda hot-’ That earned a smack from Mafu, though she 


bit back the guilt of that very thought having run through her head. After a few more exchanges, 
Chery said it. “You trust him, then’. Mafu gave an affirmative ‘hm’. 


‘Beidou and the crew, too’, she added. “They all have their own thing, you know? Don’t ask 
much and don’t expect you to ask much either’. Her and Chery, though... they were different. 
Perhaps that nagging thought was what made Mafu blurt out what she did. 


“Why did you lie to me?’ 


Chery blinked once, sitting up. Her friend continued, ‘When I asked you about your wound, how 
you got it- you were lying to me. Why would you do that?’ 


‘I...” Chery sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Mafu. It’s just that... only about that, I can’t really tell you much’. 
So that was her excuse. ‘I really am. This one just isn’t my place to tell’. 


‘So like, you’re keeping secrets for somebody, basically’. 
‘Does it... look that bad?’ 


Under Mafu’s skin, something itched. She’d thought things were alright again. They were 
hanging out together, focusing on herself for once. The one person Mafu trusted her deepest 
concerns with- she’d finally thought of letting her in on everything that had been pestering her back 
home in Inazuma. But what if Chery had other people to keep in mind first? 


‘Mafu, wait!’ Chery said as her friend abruptly stood and took off in a power walk. ‘Hey, listen. I 
can’t help it if there are some things I shouldn’t reveal. Doesn’t that apply to anyone? I wouldn’t 
tell others about whatever you don’t want me to’. 


She grabbed Mafu by the shoulders, spinning her around so that the cap on her head fell off. 
‘Something’s up, isn’t there? Just tell me. I’m right here’. She bent down to retrieve the cap, but 
Mafu beat her to it. 


‘No, it’s... it’s nothing. Sorry for being dramatic’. If these new people Chery met had their own 
troubles stacked onto her, then Mafu didn’t think she wanted herself to be lugged into that pile. 


And meanwhile, Chery’s heart sank at Mafu’s expression- so blank, so uninviting. 


Chapter 20 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


‘There is something troubling you?’ 


Chery snapped out of her reverie, turning her emerald eyes to her companion sitting opposite her 
at the café table. ‘Ah, it’s just...” She quickly stopped herself, though. She didn’t want him to feel 
bad knowing the fact that her dispute with Mafu had started from keeping the Dragonspine 
incident a secret. In fact, she’d rather not mention the entire ordeal again. Gosh, it really was hard 
having everything under a hush. 


Yesterday, Mafu had basically shut her out in a split second. True, she didn’t reveal much... but 
she never denied anything once she’d started. Even a visit to the inn she usually stayed at while in 
Mondstat had been fruitless. Chery had known it would be- Mafu had told her she’d be on a case 
again- and yet she’d gone. The thought of having upset Mafu set her in a sulk, because she’d 
already done that once, big time, in the past. 


‘Something came up with my friend the other day’. Chery took a sip of her iced tea, hoping 
Albedo didn’t sense the careful tread of her words. ‘It’s alright, though. The only thing to do is talk 
things out with her’. 


Albedo could tell from her cheerful tone that she was not about to disclose the details. A tinge of 
disappointment came over him- at how, after everything, she was unwilling to trust him with a bit 
more. Almost immediately, though, he reprimanded himself internally for that unfair accusation. 
How pretentious of him to assume the full depth of his role in her life. 


Then she turned back to the papers scattered on the table. “Anyway, where were we?’ 


The two of them, before officially commencing their break, had been called to the Acting 
Grandmaster’s office to run through their account of the strange tremor the city had felt. And 
although Chery had gulped with apprehension, Albedo easily attributed the incident to an after 
effect of an alchemical accident up in the snowy alps. It unnerved her how smoothly he could 
bluff. Not even a blink. 


And away from the suspicions and the doubts for now, they’d decided to visit the patisserie 
again. Chery had suggested excitedly, that she’d finally teach him some music. She’d once given a 
shot with Noelle and Mafu too, but Noelle seemed to nod and accept it more out of duty while 
Mafu had been keen enough before fidgeting around, simply unable to sit still and wrap her head 
around notes and time signatures. 


At least now, Chery had an eager student! And she on the other hand, watched, fascinated, as 
Albedo carried on with a sketch, going slowly and patiently through each step so that she might 
follow. Although it was more or less pointless, she absently imitated his pencil strokes with her 
wobbly left hand. 


Even amidst everything going on in her life, she truly felt at peace in this moment, knowing with 
certainty that he was before her. She wondered briefly, when that jumble of relief and 
incredulousness would pass. 


‘Oh, it appears your sketches with your left hand are in fact more... appealing than those with 


your right’. Chery could tell from his smile that he was messing with her again. Honestly, he didn’t 
have to rub it in that she was rubbish at drawing! 


‘Alright, that’s it!’ And with a slam, she replaced the papers filled with meaningless circles and 
lines with new blank ones. ‘We’re moving on to music’. She was not angry, he knew. Her face 
took on that look of obstinate petulance, only. It was sort of... cute. 


She began with a superior huff, when she realised she could not even draw the five lines of the 
stave on her own. Taking note of her dejection, he graciously helped out. ‘But you need to get the 
shape and spacing of the treble clef right’, she said with resolution, moving her chair closer to his. 
And she placed her left hand on his right, which was grasping the pencil. He certainly... had not 
expected that. 


‘So you start from the fourth line...’ 
His hand moving to the rhythm of hers. 
‘And you curve it out...’ 


The slightest peek up at her, showing keen eyes, and- he smiled to himself as her tongue stuck out 
involuntarily again. 


*...And bring it down’. The clef was done. She would move back now... wouldn’t she? 


Neither of them said a word as her hand then slipped onto the table, so that their palms faced each 
other. ‘You have really nice hands’, she said quietly. And he listened, his gaze not leaving the sight 
of her fingertips colliding with his. ‘So do you’, he said, voice falling low. She smiled at that- 
she’d never thought much of her hands. 


But his really were lovely- long and slender, a little bigger than her childish ones; mild fingers 
that would curl tenderly around a paintbrush. It was a rare moment in which those gloves of his 
were off. “You could easily reach across the piano keys. I already have a hard time making it past 
an octave...’ Her idle comments continued as the bottom of their palms came together- 


Albedo cursed the pencil in his hand as it fell to the table with the lightest clatter, breaking the 
spell. Their eyes met, before she drew away, restoring her chair to its original place. She brought 
her teacup (even though it was totally devoid of tea by now) to her face while he cleared his throat. 
The air felt a little thick just about now. 


‘I thought I’d let you know that I'll be travelling towards Fontaine in a few days’, he said, and 
Chery looked up from her cup. Apparently, the client who had asked for the Lantern Rite 
commission finally wanted their painting brought to them. Weird for them to take so long. 


And would she... like to accompany him? Klee would come along, too, of course. ‘Sure’, Chery 
agreed, though she still wondered if this was a sign to forget about whatever had just passed 
between them. 


That night, she stood before the mirror of her room at her mother’s place. She winced as the strap 
of her nightdress grazed against her wound. A still-healing cut, stretching from the top of her right 
shoulder to her chest. Another scar. Did she regret it? She thought not. Not even an ounce. 


She slipped on her cardigan and padded down the stairs to get her customary glass of water. Her 
mother should be in her room- 


Dammit. Mallory was in her chair, inspecting a newspaper. But Chery could tell from the torn 
envelopes sitting on the table that it was those letters that had kept her mother up- the ones sent 
with little gifts that she’d read in the dead of the night yet not bother to hide from her daughter. It 
didn’t matter. Chery already knew what they contained. 


‘Oh cherie, do you remember our old friend Uncle Pierre?’ Mallory asked while Chery made a 
beeline for the kitchen. 


‘The guy with that fluffy little dog?’ 


Mallory laughed. ‘Oh darling, you were only a little girl when you last saw him. That dog must be 
long dead and gone by now’. 


Chery put down the water jug, choosing to ignore the morbidity of that comment. ‘What about 
him?’ 


‘He’s having one of his gadgetry exhibitions again this week, and close to Mondstat, too. Why 
don’t we go tomorrow-’ 


Chery froze for a second when Mama’s voice stopped, but she decided to keep walking towards 
the stairs. ‘Cherilyn, how many times have I reminded you that you are a lady, yet you haven’t 
brushed your hair again’. 


‘Right, [ll get to it first thing-’ 


‘No, you forget these things’. Chery felt a pull on her hand, anchoring her. Her pulse quickened. 
She squirmed out of her mother’s hold even as a brush came down on her head. 


“What is wrong with-’ Mallory faltered as she stared at her daughter, held in place by the glimpse 
of the long slash that peeked from under her cardigan. ‘What is this’. Chery gulped as her mother 
merely whispered the words. She repeated her question- or rather, statement- with doubled force. 


Water spilled over the sides of the glass in her hand as Mama shook her by the arms, that once 
sentence reiterated. Her shoulder hurt at the jarring; Chery did not tell her this. ‘Where do you go, 
cherie? What do you do? Why do you never tell me?’ 


Chery decided to finally intervene: ‘Mama, it’s- it’s not that bad-’ 
‘Not that bad? How do you casually say that? Do my concerns not matter to you?’ 
‘No, Mama, that’s not- you’re overreacting-’ 


“YOU DON’T KNOW’. Mallory’s tearing voice was loud in Chery’s ears. And her face- the 
beauty that everyone admired, that Chery knew she could not match- she watched as it contorted 
into the ugliness of any person crying. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to see your only child 
lifeless. To know that your baby could have been-’ She broke off, her hands loosening their grip on 
Chery and instead going to her face, now red and streaming with tears. The empty house resonated 
with her sobs. 


Chery’s arms still stung from her mother’s grip, but the hurting in her throat was worse. She 
didn’t know what else to do but mumble, ‘I’m sorry, Mama’ again and again. 


And the next evening, mother and daughter waited outside their home for the coach they’d 


ordered. Neither of them uttered a word, and Chery had the courage to only glance up at the crystal 
earrings dangling from Mama’s ears. 


The carriage appeared in the distance. 


‘Uncle Pierre always makes the most marvellous contraptions’, Mallory said, her gaze trained on 
the carriage. ‘And who knows? Maybe his little dog is still there. You could pet it then, yes?’ 


‘Mm’, Chery replied in an incoherent murmur. Anything to keep her mother from crying again. 
But she wasn’t too sure about the prickle in her own eyes, the hot blurriness that made the coach 
before them hazy even as she got in with Mama’s hand in hers. 


But she did know now that it was not only her the past had left scars on. 


She pressed her face against the glass panes of her big house, wondering how long it had been since 
her parents had voluntarily spoken to each other, save for the brisk exchanges at parties and other 
times when each parent would argue over whether Chery should be at their place that weekend. 


She’d always gotten the feeling that their talk of their daughter during bickering of that sort 
resembled a mundane squabble over a teddy bear she and Mafu would have as children. 


Mama had distinctly muttered: ‘Better make things clear to your buffoon of a father’, before 
consulting him about the limits of Chery’s traversing. It didn’t help that she was to have another 
outing just that week. 


Later, the duke sat before her with his hands on his knees. And after a deep exhale, ‘I trust you, 
cherie’, he said, his green gaze probably the most serious she’d ever seen. He had his concerns, but 
he didn’t want to make the mistake of thinking restricting her was the best thing to do. Not again. 
Just be back home before sundown, and no detours, that was all he asked. 


She threw her arms around him, overjoyed, before yelping at the ache that screamed from her 
injury. She didn’t quite let go, though. ‘I’m sorry for worrying you, Papa’. Her forehead stayed 
buried in his broad shoulder. ‘Both of you’. 


‘ Cherie’ , he started with a low chuckle. “Worrying is one of the things we do best’. 


And sometime later that day, as if after long contemplation, he leaned over his daughter’ s 
shoulder with a wiggle of his eyebrows. ‘Ooh, so it’s with a boy, is it?’ 


She only gave him a hard stare before swatting him away with the book in her hands. 


Really, though, neither of her parents had anything to worry about. Although she herself could not 
wield her weapon yet, Albedo and the little red gremlin were more than capable of wiping out 
monsters with what she figured was the frightening height of sibling teamwork. 


Currently, Klee- her Dodoco with the singed tail bouncing along with her- skipped through the 
cobbled streets of a small hamlet like Springvale, which in contrast appeared more affluent. 


They could tell from the butler who greeted them at their stop, as well as the squeaky hallway 
floors, that the client was indeed wealthy. And apparently, this mysterious customer had wanted to 
speak to the artist personally, which was why Albedo was shown into a room while Chery and 
Klee waited outside with the impassive and somewhat intimidating butler. After a while, though, 
the boy poked his head out again. 


‘It seems that she’d like for you to come in, too’. He indicated his companions. And though 
thoroughly intrigued, Chery complied, ushering Klee in by the hand. 


It was an airy bedroom, lavishly decorated, with shelves of porcelain dolls and what Chery easily 
recognized as volumes of musical manuscripts. A low, round tea-table with chairs was set in one 
corner. And the inhabitant- she sat by the windowsill, observing her guests with a small smile. 
Silver, spidery hair tumbled onto the elegant drape wrapped securely around her, though she 
couldn’t have been more than twenty. 


‘Hello. I’m sorry that we must meet this way’. Her tone was sunny, but she appeared rather 
huddled into herself, as though shrinking from some non-existent chill in this sweltering summer. 


‘Hello! And don’t worry, I forgive you!’ Klee waved with a proud nod. Albedo and Chery 
exchanged amused looks, knowing immediately that the child’s propensity to reply to rhetorics 
easily cut out for “best behaviour” in her own mind. 


The client appeared mildly startled, before chuckling. With a quick exchange of introductions, 
they got down to business. Albedo placed the painting on the stand pre-set before the client- Anna- 
before taking up her invitation to the tea-table. She, however, did not move from her seat. 


‘Oh’, her voice was hushed as she gazed dreamily at the drawing. After a long stare at it, she 
turned to the artist with the most fragile smile Chery had ever seen anyone muster. “You truly 
enjoyed the festival, didn’t you?’ 


And Chery was surprised at the glance he spared at her before answering, ‘Yes, indeed I did’. 


Anna seemed content with his reply. “You must have wondered about the reason behind my late 
request for its delivery’. Her gloved hands came up to draw her drape closer. ‘I suppose I need not 
be too discreet’. 


Then, as the sunlight perfectly framed her ashen face, her expression took on a more nostalgic 
note. ‘You see, I had made a promise to attend with someone very dear to me, but... [had a 
relapse, you could say. 


‘Soon, I was not able to leave the house on my own, and now, not even this windowsill I am at’. 
Anna’s voice did not for once falter. “But I still craved that sight of a million lanterns, which is 
why I commissioned you, Calx, the most talented artist most have heard of. I wanted it to be as 
alive as possible, while trying myself to feel alive, too’. 


Her eyes wandered to the dusty shelves, particularly the one where a flute was placed with 
obvious reverence. Her words came out more to herself, then. ‘So I tried many things, rushing 
through all the pieces I still hadn’t learnt, hoping I could hear them coming from my own hands... 
but it turns out that those very hands have become quite useless for anything besides myself. 


‘Ah, but I digress. So, I refused to see the painting just yet, stubbornly convincing myself that I 
wouldn’t need it after all, if I could get better for next year’s event’. She sighed before looking up 
at the silent party. “But clearly, that’s not the case’. 


Albedo could tell from the big, red eyes Klee turned to him that she had not understood the depth 
of everything that had passed just now. He’d already diagnosed this girl even with the meagre 
account of symptoms. Things didn’t look too good for her. 


Finally, Anna apologised for having burdened them, strangers, with all that information. ‘But it 
was an honour to meet you, all of you’. And with that unwavering smile that was not one of pure 


joy, ‘And thank you, for giving me this change in my still days’. 


Even as the three of them exited that dreary house, the quietude persisted. Chery in particular, had 
her eyes trained on the floor. 


‘Albedo, is that lady gonna be okay? She looked really sad’, said Klee, and he was about to reply, 
when he heard a sob. They both looked to the girl next to them, whose head was still bent down. 
And falling to the ground from where she stood, were small, clear droplets. 


‘I- I’m sorry’, Chery sniffled, “I can’t seem to stop crying’. She dabbed at her face, but the tears 
only worsened. ‘It’s just that- she really loves her life, doesn’t she?’ That smile on the verge of 
breaking like a ceramic vase- it wouldn’t leave her mind. 


They were on the path leading up to the house, and the sight of the crying girl turned a few heads. 
However, the people soon went on their way again once they received a cold teal stare. 


‘I can play any piece I want, watch as many Lantern Rites, while she’s trying so hard to gather 
everything she can- all those little bits and pieces of the life she’ Il be missing’. And now, Chery’s 
hands went to crumple the frills of her dress. ‘But it’s no use’. 


And so she wept; wept for someone she had met only for a passing moment, and would probably 
never meet again. Albedo had seen her cry before, that time she’d run into him in the days she’d 
shied away from everything for a while, and again with her palms- cold and wet- at his face...? 
The latter was only a blotchy fragment he could not gather completely. 


And as much as he liked to see her smile, this step further down into the true portrait of a person- 
this vulnerability- he found himself desiring it, too, like at the café, listening to her clipped 
sentences of whatever troubled her. He... wanted to know more. 


Chery was apologising repeatedly now, still sniffing. 


‘Don’t apologise’, he said to her, and she looked up at him amidst welling tears. “You don’t have 
to feel sorry for what you feel’. Then, Klee enveloped her arms around her waist. 


“Yeah! It’s okay to feel sad! Mom told me so’, she said, grinning. “But when you’re done wanting 
to feel sad, [’1l blow up the sad clouds for you! Just... don’t tell anyone!’ 


Laughing a little, Chery patted the little girl on the head. And as Albedo watched them with a 
smile, Klee suddenly detached herself, only to pull him by his shirt with a hushed ‘Hug!’ 


He and Chery stared at each other for a second or two as he bumped into her rather ungracefully, 
before she smiled. “Thank you’, she said as she stood there with Klee clinging on tight and him 
wrapping an awkward, but sincere arm around her shoulder. 


When they met again some days later, she presented to him a batch of the banana bread her mother 
had baked. 


‘Oh, the chocolate chips in it are expired, though. Mama is famous for her prolonged use of 
ingredients that have passed their shelf life’, she said even as she munched on her own loaf. 


Albedo stared down at his own share in his hands. ‘How admirable’. 


‘But you’ll probably be alright. You chug hydrochloric acid in your spare time, don’t you? Not 


too sure about me, though’. 


He couldn’t help but chuckle at the criticism subtly projected through her deadpan tone. It had 
taken a while (and a long string of ‘you moron’) for her to accept the fact that he, one of chalk, was 
not quite prone to alarming perforations as others were by the consumption of lethal chemicals. 
Most of the time. 


“You know’, Chery started. Her expression had shifted to the one she’d take as she chose her 
words with deliberation. “That Lantern Rite painting you did... you didn’t know it would be for 
someone in a situation like hers, did you? You just did the best you always do, so that someone out 
there would be happy with it. 


“You’re a good person, Albedo’. 


He did not say a word, but only listened carefully to her every syllable. ‘And if you ever doubt 
yourself, or whether you still deserve to stay here in this city, just remember that’. She finished 
with that steady glint in her eyes. 


And when they had parted ways, she came back home to fall flat on her bed, laying there for what 
seemed like forever, sighing for no reason. Turning on her side, her eyes fell on her bedside table, 
where a few flowers, old and withered, lay. Flowers she plucked along the way, a rose from 
Noelle... and the small, simple blossoms from him. That was where they landed and stayed, as she 
half forgot to clear them out, and half did not want to. 


Her mind wandered, off to the warm embraces she’d received even as she’d sobbed the other day. 
The arm around her shoulders. The reassuring words. She smiled sleepily to herself as a corner of 
her mind wished that she could feel it again, at least for a while. 


...And meanwhile, Albedo stayed where he was, the dry sweetness of the bread having parched 
the insides of his mouth. Chery- and each of the other people around him- clearly had much faith in 
him. But, could he really live up to it? For sure, it was different from the heavy load of 
expectations that had been placed on him for the longest time; that still weighed him. But this... he 
didn’t quite know what to do with it. 


He turned his eyes to the snow-capped alps that loomed over Mondstat. Had he abstained from his 
objectives for too long? For whether to return to where his roots lay, or to stay in the home that had 
formed itself like a blanket around him in this city, that was the only answer. He... had to do 
something. 


Chapter End Notes 


no that's not the Anna who keeps climbing up windmills for some reason. Totally 
forgot she was Anna too (but hey at least she got better!) 


And on a side note, I came up with the "other" Albedo part in chapter 18 before 2.3 
came out. How convenient that there is indeed another Albedo. 


Reminder of the lovely, lovely song 'Let the Wind Tell You' for Klee's line there. Plus, 
you don't know how many fluffy family hug moments like this I have in mind cries 


Chapter 21 


Finally, she was back at work. Her writing was much slower, but there was plenty else to do. 
Most of the day had gone by at Lisa’s side, and now at Noelle’s as they made their way home. 


Chery turned to her, wincing from the cold of the fruity peanut butter butter and peppermint 
popsicle between her front teeth. It certainly was a weird combination of flavours, but they’d 
happily tested it out for the Good Hunter’s new side menu. She was used to being lab-rat for Lisa 
and another certain someone, anyway. 


Noelle seemed to be in an extra serious mood today, and her expression was that of when she 
eagerly listened to Sir Kaeya or someone recite their Knightly deeds for the day. She was telling 
Chery about the stories she’d heard of how others had got their Vision- as opposed to her- it was 
part of her preparation for the perennial entrance examination. 


Chery, on the other hand... she wasn’t always at ease when the memory of her Vision’s origin 
sauntered into her mind uncalled for. Those days when she wouldn’t always give a passing hello 
and goodbye to everyone as Mafu so easily did, especially at that swordsmanship class they’d 
attended together. The other students best knew her as the girl who always clung to her friend’s 
side, who looked up at no one; so they too, made it a point to keep their distance. That was, until 
the bright, sunny day on which she’d run to shield someone whom she recognized, from a sudden 
monster attack; play the hero for once, she’d thought. Well, it had ended with a single scathing 
remark as the sword used on behalf of them was knocked out of her scorched fingers. 


They still shone so clearly in her thread of memories, like the stars that had lit the sky so gleefully 
that night, a contrast to the unhappy girl strolling alone in contemplation. And amidst the droplets 
that had streamed down her cheeks was the Hydro Vision that tumbled silently and suddenly to the 
ground: a product of those tears that never seemed to end. 


When she’d told of all this on one spring morning, Noelle had said in that voice of hers that 
soothed so many, “That is indeed noble, milady’. Presently, though, Chery felt that she had missed 
a whole chunk of Noelle’s conversation while lost in thought. 


Once she’d gotten back on track, ‘Honestly, it’s simply barbarous how you’re not Knighted even 
after so many tries’. There had to be some odd reason; Jean wasn’t so unreasonable, surely. Noelle 
only laughed half-heartedly, saying perhaps she had to pay even more attention to how the other 
Knights functioned. 


‘Oh, Noelle. The only kind of Knight you need to be is like yourself’, Chery said, starting to usher 
her friend into the house. 


‘But... being myself- is that enough to truly be of aid to them?’ 


‘Trust me’. Noelle’s still-armoured hands were a tad clunky in Chery’s, but she held on. “They 
wouldn’t have any other’. 


After a stunned pause, Noelle broke into a grateful smile, nodding. 
‘Now let’s go and have some tea to cheer you up’. 


Just as Chery was about to follow, a glance to her right showed a figure clad in a dark palette, and 
she jumped out of her skin. 


Mafu shook her head frantically as she was about to call her out. ‘Just wanna talk for a bit’. Chery 
complied, asking Noelle to go on ahead. 


‘If you keep showing up like a bat in the night, something’s gonna happen soon’, she deadpanned. 


Mafu smirked as they rounded over to the back of the house. “Would you have stabbed me with 
that popsicle stick?’ Around her was the whiff of smoke- Chery knew she’d been up with her pipe 
again. 


Once they stopped, Mafu gave only one brusque sentence. She would be going back to Inazuma 
the day after tomorrow at noon. Chery blinked, waiting for more; wasn’t that why she’d asked for 
this clandestine meeting? 


‘So uh, see you’, Mafu was all set to take off, when Chery stopped her. What more did she want 
to talk about? 


‘Nothing’, Mafu shrugged, hands in her pockets. 
Chery was baffled. “W- why are you acting weird? If something’s up-’ 


‘Okay, Cher. Here’s the fact’. Mafu then brought her hands together in emphasis. ‘I don’t want to 
be another one of those people’. On noting her friend’s perplexed expression, she elaborated: ‘You 
know, another someone whose hands you'll hold so graciously, who you’ll take up for tea to cheer 


° 


up- 
‘Tm sorry, what?’ 
Mafu quickly turned on her heels, telling her to forget it. 
‘Is there something wrong with what I do?’ Chery shouted out to her. 


‘Lord, calm down! That’s not- you know what? Go ahead. You’re doing great, especially without 
me. Enjoy your Lantern Rites and everything’. 


‘Is that what this is about?’ Chery brought her palms to her face. “That is why I am trying to reach 
out to you now. But you’re the one making me seem like one of those people you give that fake 
smile to’. 


‘I told you! I don’t want to be someone more you can gladly help out and make yourself feel 
better’. They were facing each other on the grass lawn, yelling. It wasn’t a childish quarrel 
anymore. Far from it. 


Make yourself feel better. No, that wasn’t it. Chery would always tell herself that wasn’t why she 
did what she did. What was she saying? 


‘’m saying-’ Mafu took a deep breath before hissing out the rest, “You’re downright pretentious!’ 
The accusation rang in Chery’s head. Her skin prickled. But Mafu was on a roll now. A lot more 
she had kept bottled up, now gushing out. 


‘So fortunate that no one you’re meeting now knows what you were like those days. Keep being 
wonderful to them and that’s all they’Il ever know. I remember, though’. 


Chery’s fists clenched, her tongue impatient to spell out a million awful things, just as it was in 
the very days Mafu just mentioned. She watched as Mafu marched away, only to call out, ‘It’s not 
fair!’ Mafu stopped in her tracks, her back to her friend. 


‘It’s not fair that you’re attacking me for what I have now when you don’t want to say whatever 
the hell is wrong with you. What do you want me to do, huh? Didn’t you ever realise how afraid I 
was of losing you, like I lost Macey and Mark everyone else? And every time you were halfway 
across the world, I had no one. All I could do was sit around and wait for the letter you promise but 
never bother to send’. Chery began stomping up to her. “But things aren’t like that anymore- and 
you’re supposed to be happy for me about it!’ 


‘Iam tired of being happy for you!’ Chery leapt back in alarm as a ring of fire lashed out at her. 
The rage in her dissolved into pure shock as she stared at Mafu’s incensed irises, burning with 
alarming passion as bright as the flames emanating from the blade in her hand. 


She had... drawn her weapon on her. 


‘Nine years! I’m tired of looking like I’m fine with watching you mope around, crying over 
yourself all this time’, Mafu barked. She now approached her, sword in hand. 


‘Mafu, what are you doing?’ The tremble in Chery’s voice was unmistakable. 


‘I thought it was okay, you just want to be happy now, but why should I still stand here when I 
don’t fit anywhere in that algorithm?’ 


‘Mafu, stop it!’ 
‘It’s always about you, isn’t it, princess?’ 
‘T said stop!’ 


Now it was Mafu’s turn for surprise as a whole wave of water flushed out her fires and knocked 
her off her feet so that she lay on the wet grass, dripping. The flames in her eyes, too, had doused 
out as she looked up at Chery standing before her. 


“What are we doing?’ She extended a hand to the girl on the ground. ‘Please?’ Her green eyes 
were beseeching- but she’d already said everything she really felt. And so had Mafu. 


‘No thanks’. The Inazuman girl picked herself up on her own, flipping on her cap. The inquiring 
voices of the two maids sounded from the house. She’d better run. She decided not to look back at 
her friend, at her crestfallen face. She knew it would remind her once again, of the sweet, pure 
melody of a music box. 


It seemed, Albedo observed, that when Chery was upset, even the big purple bow in her hair would 
almost droop along with her shoulders. 


Back in the familiar comfort of his lab, he paused from writing a formula for Sucrose to take note 
of Chery’s cloud of despondency. ‘Is there something I can do for you?’ he asked. 


She looked up at him now. ‘Do for me... for what?’ 
“You appear very much disheartened again’. 


‘Oh...’ She sighed. All that had run through her mind yesterday was Mafu’s accusations. She’d 
weighed them over and over again, even as she smiled and listened to Noelle jabber about the 
progress of some marigolds she’d planted last week. 


That was... probably the biggest fight they’d ever had. And why? All because her own life had 
changed this past year? 


While she’d been lost in these thoughts, the chief alchemist had quietly come to take a seat at the 
table opposite her. She stared as he simply placed his forearms on the desk, as if to make a point. 
He’d been rather occupied even after resuming work, though not necessarily within the building. It 
was nice, that way, to have him here again. 


She laughed lightly at the extra-serious face he gave her as he sat there. Then another sigh as her 
eyes fell onto the silver bracelet on her wrist. She had brought it up with him before- the idea of 
layers to oneself. So, why hold back now? ‘I’ve told you before that I used to be... a little 
different’. 


Kazuha and Beidou both knew something was wrong the moment Mafu stormed into the restaurant 
they were at, two days prior to their date of departure, and plopped down with that face she did 
when she was about to smack someone with her scorching sword. 


‘Aw, let’s get you something, kid’, was all Beidou said before leaving to fetch drinks. 


The ronin samurai did not say much as he watched his friend’s face- this girl as fiery as a 
rainstorm, whose severe expression now melted into weariness. Her upper back hurt, as though 
some hefty weight was burdening her. “I messed up’. Her statement fell flat on the boy. She’d 
yelled at her friend, Chery. A lot. 


And he: ‘Did you mean all of it?’ 


‘I guess. I don’t know’. A bland answer, before a fountain: ‘It’s just- every time I show up, it 
feels like I'm the last on this long list of tasks for her. Why- why does it feel like that?’ 


Mafu had not taken even a sip of alcohol, but she began rambling- and then arrived the tears. 
She’d never said it, but Kazuha knew she was one of those people who did not appreciate being 
seen in their weak state. It was clear that she was shaken up- more than she was with cases gone 
wrong, or thieving bandits. This was her blind side. 


“Then, how about a truce-’ 


‘No!’ she retorted with a sniffle. ‘I’m still mad at her. But...’ and the streams down her face 
intensified, ‘I hope she’s not too mad at me’. 


Physical touch was not the most popular in Inazuman culture, but he had someone to comfort. His 
hand placed itself on the small of her back; not too intruding, not too impersonal. 


‘Kazuha!’ The two of them jumped at the sound of Beidou’s thundering voice. “You made her 
cry? I’m away for two seconds and you-’ 


The guy was in a rush of explanations even as he seemed to be in danger of being whacked by the 
mugs in the captain’s hand. Mafu still sniffed. She found herself laughing, though. Oddly, it made 
her think of and forget at the same time, about the day’s incidents. 


‘This thing on my face- it did a lot more than I like to admit’. Chery had already explained about 
the fight to him, and now she reached a little deeper, into the analysis she’d done of herself some 


time ago. 


In the confines of her home, away from her mother on most days. One friend who kept her sane. 
That was the life she’d gotten accustomed to as a child. She did not smile much for a long time; she 
herself grimaced when she did in the mirror. And even less had she been patient. 


Now, two powerful emotion she recalled, being her constant companions- loneliness... and rage. 
The latter arose in the face of her father sometimes, the maid especially. She would snap at 
anything or anyone if it did not meet her liking, not bothering to take a second to understand the 
things around her. Why should she when no one out there had been willing to accept her? 


‘Mafu- she was very upset one day. The house she and her mother had lived in Inazuma was about 
to be demolished for a new one’. Mafu had been nearly in tears, in fact, and nothing could clear up 
her sulk. Chery was annoyed. They hadn’t been able to do any of the plans she’d made for the day. 
And with a tone a tad too venomous for a child still an awkward teen, she lashed out at her. 


What was there to cry about anyway? It was only a stupid house. Why couldn’t Mafu be normal 
about it like any other person? 


That image of Mafu’s face- a mix of astonishment, anger and betrayal all at once- the most 
intense flurry of negative emotion Mafu had shown her, up until now. At the moment, it had 
pleased Chery, so as it does to anyone seeking to hurt in a flash of devilish satisfaction. But then, 
for days and days after, it was seared into her brain. And with each recollection, the fact that that 
house had been the one where Mafu’s father too, had lived, before he left them- it sunk into her 
with a depth she hadn’t known before. 


It made her wonder how many others had been struck like that by her own words. 


‘So, I thought to myself, that I wanted to start thinking of someone other than myself’. Yes, the 
reason for her very first encouragements to Noelle, her humane treatment of her new maids, her 
tolerance with Fischl’s eccentricities, even all those who taunted her for her appearance. She would 
absorb it all before talking. 


‘It’s why I do what I can for anyone who wants someone to take the time to hear them out, but...’ 
Chery paused, thinking over Mafu’s words from yesterday. Pretentious, she’d called her. And 
although she’d tossed and turned in bed, denying it to the highest, she’d always known. 


‘But I started feeling... really good about myself for it. I was happy that I could say I’m not as 
selfish as I used to be. But that in itself is selfish, isn’t it?’ She laughed a dry laugh. ‘I got carried 
away by everything new, you know? Where everyone saw me as someone helpful...’ 


Keep being wonderful to them and that’s all they’ll know. 
‘... That I forgot to listen to the very person I'd started all this for’. 


Finally, her shoulders sagged with exhaustion- and relief. Is this what was felt by those who 
confided in her? 


‘So now you know’. Chery turned to Albedo with a weak smile. ‘You know just what an awful 
person I was- and still am’. 


The few seconds that passed seemed to stretch into an hour. Sure, she’d spilled the whole lot out, 
but she was positively sweating now as he remained quiet with a hand under his chin. At long last, 
‘Firstly, there may have been and still be more selfless people than you out in the world’. 


It felt like an anvil dropped onto her head. Was this guy trying to cheer her up, or no? But... if this 
was the truth according to him, she might as well brace herself for it. 


‘But that does not mean you should downsize your own level of selflessness’. 


His blue gaze was forthright as it met hers. “In fact, most things we do can be rooted in 
selfishness. We conserve this world’s fauna and flora as else, it would turn on us one fine day. 
Healthy relationships we maintain for they sustain us- drive away loneliness. 


‘But the effect these endeavours have on those around us- the comfort you impart to others 
through your words- that does not simply disappear. You aim for redemption, and what comes out 
of it is none other than goodness’. He smiled then. ‘I personally admire you very much for it’. 


She gulped back the growing lump in her throat. It wasn’t necessarily a bad one, though. 


‘Most importantly, you willingly changed your views for a friend. A blunder or two might have 
been made, but the truth is plain. You care’. And that was it. 


She’d always liked the way he studied things... studied her. Anyone else she’d hinted ever so 
slightly to the idea of self-centeredness in her, had denied it entirely. But he did not too much of 
either extremity. Just right. 


“What do I do?’ Chery referred to Mafu. ‘She doesn’t need to know all of that, I guess’. 
‘No, just the parts you feel she should’. 


Chery checked the clock. Mafu would be on the way to Inazuma in a very short time. And she 
didn’t know when exactly she’d be back. What if she didn’t even want to come back? ‘I can’t just 
poof in the middle of work’. Although she had done it once- for a near cataclysmic reason. 


‘I believe Lisa thinks otherwise’. Albedo had on that ever-so-slightly mischievous smile again. It 
almost gave her the impulse to rob a bank with him. 


She stood up. ‘I’m- I’m going to run’. No, she had no plan. ‘If I don’t make it back, you’Il know I 
would have died of dehydration from sprinting all the way to Falcon Coast in half an hour’. 


‘That might be helped’. He quickly whipped up a stamina drink, which she chugged down with 
the marvellous trust she had in him. And just before she charged away- 


It was only a silent and unexpected exchange as she threw her left arm around him, before he 
watched her dash out of the room like a spring. 


Albedo remained in the middle of the room, his hands curling and uncurling over the strap of the 
satchel he’d prepared for himself. He had not planned to spend much time back at headquarters; 
he’d in fact thought it better to go meet the Honorary Knight, who had returned from an apparently 
marvellous adventure in Liyue. 


But, seeing how his mere words could make her light up like starlight, and the bundle of warmth 
with which she always caught him by surprise... It made him wonder where it was that he should 
really be. It tore him. 


Slinging on her saggy backpack, Mafu readied herself to climb on board for the journey. Beidou 
wasn’t too sure about the convenience of another return trip out of Inazuma, though- the Vision 


Hunt Decree was on fire these days, and so was Inazuma’s sudden lockdown. 


She glanced up in the direction of the City of Freedom, wondering how long it’d be until she 
would be back. One of the crew members called out to her, then, and she heaved a huge inhale. But 
why did it feel as if that weight that had set itself on her two days ago, grew heavier with every 
step she took towards the ship? She wasn’t regretting anything, right? She wasn’ t- 


Another someone called her name, now, with a voice that sounded as though it was coming from 
an extremely tired- or even dying- person. Mafu knew it all too well, though, and she whipped 
around. 


And the weight on her back seemed to fall away with the feel of arms around her. She stood very 
still even as laboured breaths sounded next to her ear. Drawing back, Chery barely steadied herself 
with a hand on her friend’s shoulder, before doubling over. ‘Arm hurts, arm hurts’, she managed to 
groan, clutching at her right shoulder. 


The corner of Mafu’s lips indeed did twitch even as Chery brought her eyes to meet hers. ‘Don’t 
tell me you-’ 


“Yeah, I- I ran’. 
The swift coast winds provided a welcoming accompaniment for the ensuing silence. 


Once Chery had more or less recovered herself, “Okay, I know you’re tired of it, and I know this 
is going to be a moment of absolute cringe, but- please listen to me one more time’. Mafu didn’t 
answer, so she went on. 


“You- you’re my best friend’. Mafu looked away at that simple, commonplace statement while 
Chery- she decided to swallow her pride. “You said you’d come save me if I needed it, and I said 
I’d do the same for you- but I haven’t been doing that lately, have I? 


‘I know that you’ ve been the only one to be so patient with me. You’re the only reason I was 
never completely alone, and still I-’ Her eyes were already watering. She was always an easy crier. 
‘I was selfish enough to forget it all’. Mafu gulped, still silent. 


‘I wanted to be a better person so that I didn’t hurt anyone- hurt you- again, but that’s exactly 
what I’ve gone and done, so I- I’m sorry. That’s all I have left to say. I’m sorry for being too late, 
I’m sorry for not paying the attention you deserve and I’m sorry for never saying thank you for 
tolerating me all this time’. 


Mafu watched her sob, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides, before she herself started in 
a low voice, ‘It wasn’t tolerating’. Chery looked up at her, sniffling. ‘I know that’s what I said 
before, but it was never tolerating’. 


Her voice cracked. ‘It was being your best friend- and I loved it. 


“We- we always have fun together, right? And we got friendship bracelets and ran from scary bars 
and I knew you really liked that necklace of yours I asked for one day even when you gave it to me 
and- and-’ Mafu sputtered, as if trying to gather over a decade of memories of swinging tightly 
clasped hands and sharing childish secrets in raspy voices all in one go. ‘I remembered I was still 
Mafu’. 


The two of them were both in showers now, neither bothering to keep control anymore. 


‘I was just so scared that we’d lose that. And- I thought I’d lose myself too, the real me’, she 


stopped her prattle for a second, still sniffing, “This was a really dumb fight, wasn’t it?’ 


‘It was’. Chery’s laugh turned into a hiccup. ‘And hey, you have more than one friend now who 
knows the Mafu I know, don’t you?’ 


Mafu nodded frantically. ‘I’m glad you do, too. I mean it this time-’ 
* Mafu!’ 


Both girls turned to stare at the sluggishly drifting ship, and the boy with the white hair who 
called out with a wave of his bandaged hand. 


Mafu whirled back to Chery. ‘I don’t have to go. I still have so much to-’ 


‘Sure you do’, said her friend, before stifling her with another hug. “That guy is Kazuha, right?’ 
Mafu nodded. “You said he has an Anemo Vision, right?’ Another nod. Then, Chery smiled- an 
almost alarming mix of affection and playfulness. ‘After all, the knight has to first be away to 
come running for the princess, right?’ 


‘Huh?’ was Mafu’s unintelligible answer, before the world spun. She was hauled all the way to 
the shore’s edge by the shoulders, and the voice behind her yelled, 


‘Kazuha, catch!’ 


Mafu was a confused mess even as she was tossed like a sack of potatoes, off into the seawater. 
She braced herself to splat into the waves, when she was suddenly lifted off the surface of the 
water in the nick of time. A swirl of autumn leaves whizzed around her as her feet were guided by 
Kazuha’s breezes, all the way onto the deck of the ship. 


Stumbling still, she bumped straight into him, who greeted her with a mild ‘Hello’. 


She ran to the ship’s railing to gaze out at the girl on the other side of the ocean waves. ‘I 
could’ ve fallen in, dumbass!’ 


A grin. “But you didn’t!’ 


That was right- she didn’t fall after all, because Chery had been there behind her. And before her, 
ready to grab hold of her as she came pummelling through, were her companions aboard this 
homely ship. She hadn’t realised how lucky she was. 


Mafu thrust up her right wrist for a wave- the silver bracelet glimmering in the sun. And Chery 
put up her left. They matched. As they always had. 


Mafu’s eyes didn’t tear themselves from the shore until the ship made for a corner and the 
miniature figure of her friend was no more. She was mopping her cheeks even as she walked up to 
Kazuha, thanking him. He smiled with a nod. 


‘Alright, that’s it!’ 


Kazuha’s crimson eyes widened to saucers as a rough hand scruffed him by the collar. The captain 
seemed to have found a victim to walk the plank. ‘This is the second time she cries ‘cuz of you’. It 
was up to Mafu to decide the next breath the guy took. 


Even as she wrestled with the captain to spare the poor lad, the wandering Inazuman girl thought 
that perhaps there was a lot more that could’ ve been said between her and the friend closest to her 


heart. But for now, that should do. Until next time. 


Chapter 22 


Chapter Notes 


NOTE! I know it's kind of late, but I finally managed to get a full illustration of Chery. 
There's also another little surprise along with it. You can refer to the end of chapter 1 
again to find both of them. Hope her design is similar to what you imagined! 


If her life consisted of pockets, it seemed that the contents of some had been, temporarily at least, 
taken out. That was the feeling that surrounded Chery these days as she carried on with her work- a 
sort of emptiness, but not total. Whether it was from the dramatic farewell to her friend, or her 
visits to the alchemists’ workshop ensuing disappointment more and more often, she could not tell. 


Not so long ago, Albedo would discuss with her as she took her habitual seat at his desk, when 
and where he was planning a new expedition. What new colours he hoped to test on his paintings, 
what more he wanted to explore for inspiration. But even for that, he was now absent from the city 
altogether, noticeably more often than usual. Whenever they would chance a meeting, though, he’d 
assure her that he was fine; he was simply moving on with life. 


Then there’d been that incident one day when pushing the door of the lab, she’d barged in on 
some important-looking discussion between him and Mona. The astrologer’s eyebrows- oddly- 
were visibly furrowed, and it seemed to deepen further into consternation on seeing Chery. She’d 
politely shut the door with an apology and a smile. 


‘Hold on’. She was ambushed by Mona some time after her awkward interposition. Her cape of 
loftiness had returned. “You hold some sort of offence against me, do you not? And I can tell it’s 
not regarding my readings. Wait’. That was when her lips curved into a smug smile. ‘I sense the 
problem here’. 


Chery opened her mouth once before clamping it shut, unsure of how to respond. She confirmed 
that she did not bear a grudge. Mona waved it off with an impatient flick of her wrist. ‘I cannot 
bear any ill-will against my name’, her raised hand then slumped from the wrist, ‘At any rate, it is 
well that you stand alive and thriving, even after my predicament’. 


Chery had forgotten about those disturbing dreams; she replied with a nervous laugh, “Yup. How 
else would I be standing?’ 


And on one of those bland days which turned out to be not so bland after all, Albedo made a 
request to her: ‘Would you be kind enough to accompany me to Dragonspine?’ 


The clink of test tubes from the others present in the room was the only noise interjecting the 
thick veil of silence between them. Chery’s hand went to grip the round flask closest to her. 


‘I- would prefer it if you didn’t attack me with an inanimate object’, he said, rubbing his forehead 
as though having suffered some blow previously. ‘And I have made several trips already with-’ 


‘You what?’ The shrill of her voice briefly startled the others, and she gingerly backed down. 
‘But- you shouldn’t do that, right?’ 


‘T’ve told you, it is not the mountain nor my proximity to it per se that is the issue. Even so, I 
assure you I am aware of the possible implications. So, I’ve simply been researching- with Aether, 
of course’. 


‘Oh’. She deflated somewhat. ‘So that’s where you’ve been’. 


‘Sometimes’, he replied, before meeting her eyes so directly and earnestly that a slight chill ran 
along her skin. ‘I am immensely grateful that you were there for my aid at that moment. But that 
also makes you, along with the traveller, the only ones to witness how exactly I was...’ he searched 
for a word. ‘Suppressed’. 


She... didn’t quite like the connotation of that word, but she nodded. He continued: ‘So, would 
you like to explore the answers with me?’ His hand stayed where it was, but his words made her 
envision it stretch out to her. A knowing smile, and a promise: “Of course’. 


Earlier that day, Mona robbed the lab of their experimental stash of flour for her own cooking 
purposes. The fate of her monthly earnings, as usual, had lain with a new bunch of astrological 
books and not daily necessities. It was her own curse, Albedo thought. 


‘The things these amateurs assume of the stars are simply outrageous’, she complained, now 
languidly messing with some books on his desk, a bag of flour tucked securely under her arm. She 
was back to her cynical self now. But that day she visited him after a lengthy trip away from 
Mondstat, before Chery had walked in, she’d been thoroughly spooked to see him again, well and 
alive. 


It was a fact, like for him- but which she enjoyed publicising unlike him- that Mona was clever, 
and she could tell that her reading of his fate had had something to do with his period of 
unconsciousness. But she herself could not discern why or how fate had played the way it had for 
him, despite her predictions. There, lay the ominous question: was he really supposed to be 
standing here, on this day, or not? Or was there yet more to be unfolded... 


Currently, he idly replied to her criticisms of her peers, his hands occupied. Then, looking up, he 
broke off at the sight of the girl now upright, having one hand stretched out, and the other with his 
artbook aimed at him. 


The thing bonked him on the head before falling to the floor. He blinked. ‘Mona?’ 


“You fool’, was all she said as she sashayed out of the room as proudly as one could with their 
front covered in flour. ‘Idiots, all of you!’ And the door shut with a bang, leaving him in an utter 
state of incomprehension that had surely never come over him even with his scientific notes. 


With a sigh, he bent down to his sketchbook, then paused. He stared at the page it had flipped to- 
one of many portraits of a single subject- no, one person. That queer feeling came over him- it 
usually did whenever he caught sight of that image or its live inspiration. Like a warm film running 
over his eyes, but not necessarily obstructing his vision. 


So he thought it better that he should not carry this particular book along on the outing with that 
certain someone he hoped to plan with that day itself. 


Despite his assurances that there was nothing to worry about, Chery found herself casting wary 
glances at Albedo, under the shelter of his campsite. These looks of hers, he noticed. 


‘Have no fear’, he said. ‘I will not explode’. 


She mumbled something along the lines of how it was rather she was concerned as to whether she 
would explode by his hands. An unexpected visitor was already there by the time they arrived- 
Timaeus waved to them from the bulletin board in the corner. Albedo did not say a thing- Timaeus 
was his student, after all- but she was sure his eyebrow twitched for a second. 


Now that Timaeus had trekked to the other side of the mountain for his own studies, Albedo 
pulled out a wooden crate which she was certain held tinned fruits. She wondered if he was hungry. 
But out from the box came something that surely did not belong amidst canned food- the creepy 
magenta sword Aether had wielded. 


‘I must admit, regardless of my connection to it, I have always been intrigued by the tale of this 
sword and the dragon responsible for its genesis, and also the lost civilization under the snows of 
these mountains’, he said, gloved fingers running ever so lightly along the blade’s edge. He’d 
borrowed it from Aether, hoping to study it with a new perspective. 


Chery eyed it as it now lay on a counter. Like Dragonspine, it gave her the chills- and not only in 
the literal sense. She made a tentative reach for the weapon- 


‘No’. His hand quickly came to block hers. ‘Although it has been purified, I cannot allow you to 
take a risk’. Only he and Aether were certified to wield it without mishaps. 


Indeed, what a shame it was that he was not there with them to do a full study, Chery thought 
aloud. Albedo thought otherwise. “Research done separately, then done together is bound to open 
more avenues for troubleshooting. A bit like cross-referencing, you could say’. He sighed. 
‘Besides, it’s rather difficult to get a hold of him often. And even then, I would hate to 
inconvenience him by taking so much of his time’. 


Of course, the traveller was still on his never-ending search for his sibling. 


‘lve gone through all this before with him- the sword, this vessel of venom drawn out from it, 
which he was quite astonishingly able to purify’, he lightly shook a round, corked flask as he said 
this. ‘’ve come to the conclusion that, just like the Skyfrost Nail that lies atop these mountains, the 
toxins of the dragon below are of an otherworldly source. And Aether’s touch, too, being not from 
this world, counters the effects of this matter without he himself being engulfed in it’. 


Chery tilted her head as she listened. ‘And what about you? You’re immune to it too, right?’ 


‘That’s only because... well, I also could be considered alien to this world, in that my creation 
was done upon the basis of this toxic matter. It is an inherent part of me, unlike anyone else, or 
Durin himself, to whom I believe the toxins were introduced after his “birth”. Although, with this 
thing I sense within...’ 


But he quickly shook his head, throwing away the thought. ‘Anyhow, these only remain 
deductions for now. They haven’t served me much use in gaining concrete results. Not to mention, 
Aether kept denying that he had anything to do with putting things to an end that day’. Albedo 
looked at Chery pointedly at that. 


‘Really, I don’t know what happened’, she confessed with a laugh missing its mirth. She’d 
already given him her account of all that took place that day- minus the scar at her shoulder. 


‘Of course. Words are words. And yours surely would not have gotten through to me without 
some intervention from Aether and his otherworldly abilities’. 


She winced at that comment. Words are words. He did not notice. 


The day went by with various examinations and speculations drawn on pages upon pages stuck to 
the drawing board, and a weird hum rang in her as she listened to more of all that Albedo loved to 
study, even if she didn’t fully comprehend them. By night-time, Timaeus returned only to splat his 
face on a desk while the other two stared awkwardly, unsure if he had just passed away. 


They left him to rest, and retreated to the snowy space just above the cavern. Chery sat on a dry 
log, looking out onto the entirety of Mondstat stretching like a storybook picture, past the valley of 
eerie dragon ribs. Albedo came to take a seat next to her, and he inwardly thought for her to calm 
down as she perked up extravagantly at the mugs of hot chocolate in his hands. Next came a 
blanket over her, even though she was already equipped with a coat. She smiled into her hot 
cocoa. 


Chery followed the steam from her mug wafting up to the sky; a cape of dark, dark blue dotted 
with twinkling white buttons. 


‘Pop quiz. How many stars are there in the sk-’ 


‘Only over 10 000 visible. 9096 to be exact’. And she chuckled as he went on to ask if she knew 
that, without human manipulation, you would need to harness the power of a star eight times the 
size of our own- the sun- in order to naturally create gold. He would do that quite often- randomly 
drop in a by the way fact which she’d repeat to her parents. She could feel her nose elongate even 
as they applauded their daughter for being so knowledgeable. 


‘I once attempted the impossible of painting a still picture of the night sky in all its glory’, he said. 
‘Once’. His tone implied that he considered that to be the dumbest thing he- the wise alchemist- 
had done so far. 


She took a measly sip of her cocoa- which she had consumed way too quickly. She was already 
plotting to steal a bit of his. ‘So, I was thinking, since you don’t continue your artwork- or draw it 
only once- because you lose interest, when you do happen to draw one thing again and again, 
wouldn’t that mean you have a special interest in it?’ 


She wondered if she’d imagined the stifled sound of him choke on his cocoa. ‘Er, indeed’. He fell 
into a pensive silence. She too, thought for a while; thought of the words he’d apparently told the 
traveller about his feelings- lonely and unusual. 


Did he still feel lonely, being up here with her? Even though she wasn’t the traveller? She 
certainly did not. Even in the quietude that had fallen between them in this snowy land which 
usually put her on edge, she was warm and content with the thought of being next to someone who 
maybe understood her a little more than anyone else. But how could she say it to him- such was the 
law of the world that those things could not be freely said aloud. 


Timaeus yawned. Man, was he drained! Ah, but all worth it for the fascinating field of alchemy! 
Having woken up, he was finishing up his files of the day’s findings... which had ultimately been 
fruitless as Albedo graciously ruled out a bunch of the theories he’d made. Timaeus had told 
himself not to cry. 


Chery- the very sweet girl who still encouraged him that his meagre efforts nevertheless made 
Albedo proud- was fast asleep in one corner, her head leaned on a crate and her shoulders draped 
with a blanket. She must have been having a pleasant dream, for she smiled. 


All this, his mentor noticed too, as he’d stopped halfway in his beeline for the shelves to now 
stand before her. 


Timaeus was struck by the feeling that he did not quite exist in that suspended period of time 
where Albedo’s fingertips brushed the sleeping girl’s dark fringe. Ever so light- a butterfly touch. 
Then up went his hand, away from her, as though it threatened her in some way. 


In all the months since last spring, Timaeus and Sucrose had both noted how the frequency of 
their mentor’s smiles, as well as the time he spent with them in the City rather than on these 
mountains, had increased. But now, as he watched the chief alchemist return to his books and his 
beakers, Timaeus could swear that he looked so very sad. 


There were indeed such interesting places to fall asleep, and sleep itself was a most heavenly thing. 
Chery, however, had to constantly battle her urge for a nap during the work day as a result of 
Lisa’s laziness rubbing off on her. 


And stepping out of the library during breaktime, she was introduced to a brand new sleeping 
position by the sight of Noelle, dozing off upright with her cheek pressed (she bet, painfully) into 
the handle end of a broom. 


‘Er, Noelle...?’ 


She decided to shake her awake, when both Noelle and the broom began leaning precariously to 
the right. With a shriek, Chery thrust her arms under her friend’s while the broom clattered to the 
floor. 


Noelle now draped in Chery’s arms like a broken marionette, and the one word that went through 
Chery’s head was: heavy. Her ankles- which had begun aching for some time now, cried out. But it 
wasn’t long until the maid finally awoke, tipping her head back so that her olive-eyes rested on her 
saviour. And Chery- with strained face and voice, bid her ‘Good morning’. 


With a start, Noelle launched herself out of the other girl’s grip. ‘I’m so, so sorry, milady! Oh, I 
can’t believe I-’ she seemed to be on the verge of a heart attack at the prospect of it. 


‘Noelle’, Chery said, and Noelle knew she was about to issue some verdict. ‘Go rest’. 


Was she even getting enough sleep? Chery thought not, what with her night patrols and early 
mornings for exercise, which Chery sometimes joined. 


As expected, came Noelle’s protests. She was alright- “actions spoke louder than words” was her 
conviction, so she’d show Chery by mopping this entire hall right now! But her claims did not 
appear too successful as she made them with her eyes sagging like a zombie’s. 


‘No, the other girls can do that. Now go, or PIl- Pll carry you myself!’ Even in that split second 
of silence that ensued this brave offer, both girls knew that the effort would probably kill Chery- 
especially with that shoulder and the addition of her recently aching ankles. ‘You’re pushing 
yourself too hard for the test’. 


And to her surprise, Noelle sighed with no further denial. ‘Sir Kaeya passed by before, telling me 
the exact same thing. And Miss Eula yesterday, and...’ 


‘And everyone agrees that you’re not going to get anywhere if you spend your days like a dead 
daisy. Come on’. 


Noelle was careened off by her lady- really, she could be even more stubborn than Noelle! Well, 
she was glad to be cared for. 


‘How about we first go to Master Jean to get you some time off-’ 


‘Oh, Chery! There you are!’ The two of them were pounced on by a young woman, whose eyes 
positively sparkled on seeing them. “And Noelle, too! The two most perfect people for the job!’ 


‘Is there some task you require of me?’ Noelle’s body began turning like clockwork to the girl, 
before she noticed the hard stare boring into her from Chery. With a gulp, Noelle nodded in 
surrender. 


‘Sorry, Susie. [’Il be right there with you’. Chery promised good-naturedly before carrying on 
with Noelle, who now chuckled. “Milady is helping everyone out as usual. Are you sure you don’t 
require my assistance?’ 


“Well, I learnt from the best at this stuff’. She smiled knowingly at Noelle. “Anyway, she just 
wants my opinion in picking some presents out, no big deal. And those kinda stuff help kill my 
breaktime these days...’ 


The light thumping of her satin shoes on the floor slowed in their pace. Noelle glanced at Chery’s 
bent head. ‘Oh, you’d usually spend some time with Mr. Albedo, is that right?’ 


The other girl looked up at that. ‘N- no. Not always...’ Was it that obvious? 


After that trip to Dragonspine, he’d more or less ghosted. Again. He was just busy with his work, 
she knew. Even the last she heard of him- that was, his visit to the library to consult Lisa- had been 
for her expertise and wide bank of knowledge. 


But... that comment he’d made as they’d traipsed back down the mountains- or rather, his 
expression as he’d said it... it hung in a corner of her mind, a little heavily. 


Research was a slow and taxing procedure, he was saying, especially when one had yet to identify 
the right direction. “Even though the final result is yet to be obtained, I must say that it’s always a 
pleasure to associate with the traveller in the meantime’. 


Yes, of course, she’d replied, but as more of a filler of an answer while she observed in a side- 
long glance, the deep admiration on his face he did not often show even to his students. 


But that didn’t have anything to do with the matter at hand. She reminded herself how ridiculous 
it would be to expect anything of him like relief time with her. After all, who were they to each 
other to ever expect such things... 


‘Milady?’ Chery hadn’t realised that she’d halted. Right. She was in the middle of something. 
There were things that needed to be done. 


“Well, looks like there’s going to be a teensy little change of things these days’. 


When Lisa described certain things, it was not uncommon for her to “lighten the load” with her 
diction- such as terming the whole matter of Chery’s tongue being blue for a whole week after 
testing one of her concoctions, an “oopsie”’. 


‘Oh, yes?’ Chery was pouring tea for the two of them, now that Lisa was back from her 
customary chat with Master Jean. 


They’d gotten news of a new domain opened up in a corner of Mondstat, apparently. Some 
mysterious plot of land that had previously been heavily concealed, now uncovered after being 
discarded by its owners. 


‘Rumours say it’s Fatui property... a testing site or the like, and its experiment stuff could still 
very well be active’. The librarian softly blew over her tea in a most delicate manner. 


‘Sounds shady’. 


Lisa giggled. “Which is why Jean herself said she’d go investigate’. Kaeya and Amber would be 
going, too. This mission must be of great significance if the Acting Grandmaster would be taking 
part actively. 


‘Then... who’ll be in charge?’ Chery tilted her head inquiringly. 
Lisa smiled a grim smile. ‘Me’. Her assistant resisted the urge to gulp. 


And so, the team would assemble outside, a few officers of other departments included. They 
were perfectly visible from the window of the workshop, and Chery chuckled as Lisa held on to 
Klee as though she were some wild animal ready to spring forth. The little girl had begged for 
permission to come with, and Albedo had had to pry her paws off Jean’s desk and carry her back to 
the lab in showers. She was given room to go bid farewell to the party, though. 


Albedo had given up drying Klee’s tears out of his coat, and now rested an elbow on his desk. 


‘Not going with them?’ Chery asked from the window, her fingers wandering idly to the soft, 
white petals of the fresh flowers in the paint-splattered vase beside her. 


‘Oh no, I’ve come across something of the sort before in Liyue, and I have already informed Jean 
of what to expect, so they won’t necessarily need my aid. They’re simply going to ensure things 
are kept under control’, he said. ‘Anyway, something which I have already studied proves not 
much further use’. 


The truth behind a new finding was always bittersweet for him, she knew. She thought it to be 
somewhat like the dread and pleasure of reading a fantastic new book, knowing that you would not 
have that glorious initial experience again. 


As she looked on the party slowly assembling outside, she was suddenly very much aware of only 
the two of them present there, together in the lab again after quite a while. It felt weird- a good sort 
of weird, she supposed. 


‘This may sound silly, but...’ She turned to him, resting her back against a wall with herb charts. 
“With some of the officers gone, it kind of feels like... it’s just you and me here’. 


And she wanted to bonk her head as subtly as she could for how ridiculous it sounded said aloud. 


Albedo, however, met her eyes- and a smile was alit in his own blue ones. “That doesn’t sound 
silly at all... and not too bad either’. 


Flip. 


She momentarily wondered if the grilled fish from breakfast had revived inside her... but that 
sensation had not been in her stomach. Her mouth curved upwards not necessarily with her 
permission as she trailed her gaze back on the window. 


Even as she took a seat opposite him, she pondered over what they could do with their free time. 
Would he maybe like to learn a bit more of music? Or even a lesson on Fontaine vocabulary? Or 
any experiment he needed help with? He hesitated, before laughing lightly, saying why not, and 
her hands went promptly to a stray piece of paper and pencil- 


One officer of the Investigation Team bolted into the lab, claiming he was retrieving the final 
touches for their expedition. He seemed to be in quite the flurry. “Man, this is awesome! I can’t 
believe I’m going on a mission with the Honorary Knight! I heard he literally saved Liyue, too-’ 


‘Aether?’ 


If the previous sensation had been a flip, then the one which struck her now felt as though the 
source of that flip had gone flat as she heard Albedo say that one name with a sudden pique of 
interest. She watched, pencil limp in hand, as he was already rising from his seat. 


‘Oh, yes!’ said the officer. “He’ll be accompanying us, Master Jean said so’. 


‘Wonderful’. So he shrugged on his coat, making ready to take off, before his focus fell on her 
again. And her grip on the pencil- it tightened ever so slightly as the motion in his eyes indicated 
that he just remembered again that she was here. 


Thump. 
‘Ah, I apologise...’ 


Chery quickly shook her head- a tiny strand in her neck snapped at the abrupt dynamic and she 
wailed internally at the searing pain. ‘Go ahead. I'll ambush you with composers later’. He gave 
her a grateful nod, and joined the side of the other Knight. 


She would be by herself in the lab, at least until Sucrose returned with her bones. The thought 
numbed her hand again until the pencil fell on the vacant paper. 


“You could join us’. She looked up to see Albedo pause at the door. 


She could. Why not- but. It wasn’t as if she had any purpose there. She was no investigator or the 
like, or a Captain. It was a little absurd for her to randomly show up on an official expedition... 


‘lll see you off’, she said instead, her tone upbeat again. ‘And Lisa needs back up, anyway’. 


As they walked down the hallways, she warned him to be careful; heaven knew what those Fatui 
creeps were up to. At that, he smiled, saying he would, and all the weird- bad weird- feelings in her 
from before seemed to dissolve. 


‘Oh? Tagging along, chief alchemist?’ Kaeya materialised then, sword fixed on his belt. 
“You too, Sir Kaeya. Be careful’, Chery beamed. 


The smile on Albedo’s face which had flattened to a pursed line on Kaeya’s entrance now curved 
downward. What were the chances of the Cavalry Captain randomly barging in- and getting his 
own sweet smile from her, too... 


He shook his head clear as he joined the party. Chery stayed at the entranceway. When he’d 
jumped up to the opportunity the officer had mentioned... it wasn’t disappointment that had been 
on her face, was it? He looked back at her. No, she was waving cheerfully to everyone before Klee 
came to her side. She seemed to be fine. 


And besides, he was still occupied with the lingering, but unmistakable feeling in his spine that 
had awoken since that last trip to the snowy mountains, that a certain pair of eyes had themselves 
fixated on him, constantly on the prowl. 


Chapter 23 


Two days later... 


The Favonius librarian, now the Acting Acting Grandmaster, yawned, hoping her signature on the 
piles of documents didn’t go wonky as she did. That was when the office door opened, and her little 
pet walked- no, crawled in. Oh dear, she looked like the shrivelled-up calla lily Lisa had pulled out 
of her potion pouch last week. 


Chery dragged herself up to her desk before ruthlessly dropping her chin onto the table top. ‘Lisa’. 
And her voice sounded like that of a dried-up corpse- that is, if corpses could talk. ‘Hungry’. 


Lisa immediately took out her stash of tea sweets, which the starving girl gobbled up in two 
seconds. “That last commission took way too long. They kept me standing for ages since morning. 
I thought Id find myself deceased before I made it here’. 


The librarian chuckled. ‘So sorry about that, darling. Maybe you should go easy on-’ 
‘Oh no, I’m fine. Still have to finish the load for today’. 


Well, that was one thing in common between Noelle and her lady, Lisa thought, watching 
Chery’s frightening consumption slow down to a nibble. Chery was now at the Knights every day, 
at least while the expedition party was out. While Lisa was busy with Jean’s technical duties, there 
was another batch of work belonging to the officers on expedition, including commissions, that 
needed to be done. And Chery, amongst the other Knights Lisa had distributed the work to, had 
leapt to her help. Little Klee, too, did her part... mostly by helping out with anything that needed 
blowing up; but everyone knew she was no amateur when it came to her explosives. 


‘Do you have anything for joint aches, Lisa?’ Chery asked. She would’ ve consulted Sucrose for 
one, but she was a tad worried that her joints might sprout sweet flowers or the like from the bio- 
alchemy specialising scientist’s concoctions. 


‘T’ll see to one. But careful, sweetie. It’s best to leave an ache to heal on its own rather than 
suffocate it with bandages’. 


Chery got the feeling that her mentor was making a point on her shoulder. The wound itself was 
pretty much healed now- another visit to Barbara had confirmed. The straps of her usual kit were 
wide enough to cover the scar, but she hadn’t worn to work, anything that left the whole of her 
shoulders bare since then. 


‘Right, I’m off to the rest. Oh, and I better check up on Noelle’, Chery almost mumbled to herself 
as she left the office. Lisa sighed as she watched her go. It was the nightmare of over-working 
Jean-zilla all over again. And Lisa knew from experience that there was no stopping such people. 
Well, if everyone here had half that alacrity, perhaps she didn’t have to go zapping people into 
form every time she stepped out of the office. 


Albedo had not told his two companions of what had gone down at that snow cornice while they 
were fast asleep at his camp. Indeed, he did not feel a pull to these mountains as strongly as he 
once had; no, it was another sort of threat that had met him at that moment. 


He was going through Timaeus’s notes, underlining the flaws in his theories of elemental origin 


and construction. Then, he picked up the satisfying but unhealthy scent of tobacco, and seconds 
later, the spindle end of a spear was thrust at his chest. 


Albedo stared at his assailant for a good while. ‘Do you wish to slay me?’ 
A thin tendril of smoke curled from the cigarette in the sister’s ghostly pale hands. ‘I do’. 


He did not glance down at the spearhead, which didn’t move an inch. A sign that they were both 
aware of the fact that she had not the sufficient evidence to carry out her intent. 


‘But I don’t kill on conscience’, Sister Rosaria took a pull at her dwindling cigarette. ‘I act on it’. 


They were both at the very edge of the cliff, precariously so. Perhaps one of them would slip out 
of misfortune, or even fling the other down... What curious options. 


‘Besides, you have a kid under your care. Although... if you were to be a threat as youmaybe 
were before, I doubt it’d be best for her to be with you- or rather, you with her’. 


He knew. She didn’t have to remind him. 
“You pretend like you belong, come out to this mountain often, you work alone, secretively’. 
‘So do you’. 


She chuckled, and the smoky grey fumes of the cigarette mixed with her puffs of exhalations 
floated over to his face. It stung his eyes. ‘Still interesting’, she muttered to herself, and lowered 
her spear to her side. “But it seems that you’ re not quite alone anymore in your schemes- but only 
one of the two back there are in cahoots with you, isn’t that right?’ 


Her firm gaze wandered off from Albedo, to the path behind him... the one with the patch of 
flickering yellow at its end, given off by the campsite torches. 


The teal of his irises flashed with an almost dangerous light. Ah. So that was it. Rosaria might as 
well carry on with the topic. 


‘How she talked of you. I won’t lie, I liked her spirit. Young people are so full of it. And she’s 
thoroughly convinced of your goodness, just like every other person you’ve got believing what you 
want them to see’. 


The alchemist didn’t respond. Funny guy he was- whether he had a blade at his throat or not, that 
face of indifference was his default. Though it was annoying when it came to collecting 
information, Rosaria had to give him credit for it. Anyway, she had other questions to ask first. 
“Why were you unconscious?’ 


‘I was up here, conducting research on a colossal scale matter regarding the bygone Dragonspine 
civilization. The Skyfrost Nail in particular. However, I may have delved a bit too far on my own 
and had an accident to the head’. 


‘And why was the girl hurt?’ 


‘Another accident, most unfortunately, when she and the traveller came to my rescue. I’d 
informed them that I'd be here, and they were concerned about the commotion everyone felt’. 


‘So you three are the ones hiding something’. 


The incessant train of inquiries and answers came to an abrupt halt. 


“You were going to ask me to leave them alone’, she scoffed when he opened his mouth to speak. 
‘The girl is harmless, I know, unless under your influence- which she’s clearly too naive to notice. 
And the traveller... I have yet to discern’. 


Albedo rattled the papers in his hands. “Then I'll leave you to your investigations, Sister-’ 
‘Aren’t you ashamed, having them keep your secrets?’ 


About the two of them, the never-satiated winds of Dragonspine howled, yet neither blinked at 
the wildly blowing flakes of snow they carried. Finally, he sighed. 


Shame of his burdens being carried by others, shame of being alive. Sure, he had shame. Plenty of 
it. 


“You already know I’ve been watching you. You, this mountain, and that freaky sword the 
traveller’s been swinging around- they’re connected in some way. And you, the talented alchemist 
whose abilities no one else can really comprehend...’ 


Slowly, the blackened shavings of the cigarette in her hand crippled to the snow. ‘Perhaps you 
could do something malevolent with those’. 


‘And why would I?’ 
‘Because you have a story’. Cripple, cripple. ‘I find people with stories... interesting’. Cripple. 


At long last, the cigarette butt fell to the ground. And even though the entire land they were in 
was caked in winter, the cigarette- its flame- still burnt through the snow. Perforated it. Killed it. 


‘Let’s make a deal. For the sake of that chaotic child’, declared the sister, referring to little Klee. 
‘Decide who you are and what you want. We’II see then if your answers make you the threat I 
think you are’. 


He simply nodded. ‘And the catch?’ 
‘lm always on the search for evidence. Someone has to get all this dirty work done after all’. 


The two conditions in that deal... he pondered over them even now, out here, observing a few of 
the officers from their team in fact, passed out on a sandy surface. Well, this observation wasn’t 
really his purpose there, but what could one do when people chewed up one’s view? 


However, they shot up with inhuman speed the moment Jean walked over to them. The sand 
sprayed onto her face even as they saluted. 


She coughed. ‘At ease. I have no problem with everyone relaxing for a moment, but I hope you 
won't...’ 


‘Mutilate?’ Kaeya, who’d joined her side, added helpfully. 


A moment of hesitation, before she shrugged. ‘Ah, yes. We mustn’t forget what this site was 
originally used for’. 


One of the sandy officers confirmed that the Investigation Department already announced the area 
safe. Nothing to worry! ‘Plus, Albedo can fix any problem- even if we do mutilate!’ 


The person in question lifted a hand with an affable smile as they swished their heads in unison to 
him for reinforcement. 


‘Jeaaaaaaan!’ Outrider Amber slipped an arm through the crook of Jean’s elbow. “Take it easy! 
We’ ve scouted the place four times already. Plus, you’ll never find this amazing weather for 
another century!’ And with everyone’s vigorous prompts, the Acting Grandmaster surrendered to 
the frolic, allowing her shoulders to relax, at least for a while. 


And the moment she did, the officers once again fell flat onto the warm beach. No wonder 
Mondstat’s wine tycoon always proclaimed the Knights of Favonius “always so inefficient”. 


All this, Albedo watched gladly. The fizz of warmth from others’ togetherness was always 
refreshing. But the mirth he felt most at that moment was not of those people before him, but of the 
one who now jogged up towards him, who he knew he could truly connect to. 


‘Sheesh, were the Fatui really hatching another creepy plot out here or building a beach resort?’ 
said Paimon, floating loyally next to the Honorary Knight’s head. 


‘Enjoying the atmosphere?’ asked the alchemist. 


‘Sure am’, Aether laughed. ‘Man. Who would’ ve thought it’. His eyes meandered to the wide 
strip of blue, blue sea, bordered with a belt of soft, shimmering beach. So that was the place they 
had ended up at, a few good miles away from Mondstat proper. The domain upon entrance had 
been bristled with ruin guards and monsters and weird factory smog as expected; not to mention the 
gruesome piles of butchered hilichurl... parts. Albedo couldn’t have been more relieved about 
having kept Klee away. 


But its clearing left the party with an empty domain which gave way to an unusually perfect, 
summery climate in the very spot that had been branded potentially dangerous. It certainly was a 
treat- almost cruel in nature- as if to make up for the gore they’d witnessed not too long ago. 


Stack, after stack, after stack. Chery went through the piles of books Fischl had kindly handled on 
behalf of the busy librarian and her assistant. She was not feeling too marvellous today. Her rush 
between the extra loads of work had been slowed significantly by her aching feet. The piano and 
violin chunk of her aesthetic classes had been replaced for the time being by more dancing, given 
her wounded shoulder. 


You have to work for it if you wish to create something worthwhile, Madame would reiterate 
amidst the usual gruelling sets fixed on her agenda. 


And the last commission in particular had thrown her off course. 


An alert for a hilichurl attack on a cargo balloon- she’d rushed to the scene, only to find that the 
merchants had somehow crushed the monsters to a pulp and powder with nothing but shovels and 
pickaxes. That itself had the merchants vexed, but they let her help with the renovations to the 
balloon... except she was not an expert at things like that. 


“Why’d they send a child? Where’s that Outrider girl? She’s got a knack for this stuff’. The 
comments were tossed at her even as she struggled to tie ropes and hammer nails. “You’re doing it 
all wrong!’ 


She bit her lip. It took a full breath in and out for her to remind herself that she represented not 
herself, but an organisation. Apologies, sir, they were low on hands. She would see to a more 
competent officer being sent right away. “No, just- forget it, kid’. 


So back she was at the library, now deserted at the strike of noon. Her palms still itched after her 


tight grip on those ropes. But with the thought of doing something she was good at, like an 
automaton, she heaved a mound of books. These would go to their shelves. What was next on the 
list? Wait, hadn’t Susie wanted another chat with her- 


‘AAL 
Chery let out a yelp as she went crashing to the floor, books and all. 


With a groan, she hoisted herself on her forearms. And though for just a second- out of a hopeful 
mind- she had imagined it, no hand was extended to her, and no ridiculously strong arms pulled her 
up, as they had that day, so long ago. 


Instead, she sat up, studying the culprits for her sudden fall. She winced as she pulled her feet 
close to her. Her right ankle had gone stiff, . “Oh... not good’, she murmured to herself. It was off 
to the healers, she supposed. But... 


She loved people, she truly did. Life was all the more interesting with them. But for now, just 
now, she was a little tired of them. 


‘This might come to you as an insensitive question’. 


Aether plonked down on the sand and cast a sidelong glance at the alchemist. He’d just done 
some fishing with Kaeya- which ended up as a bunch of frozen fish, anyway. 


‘Sure. Can’t be any more insensitive than asking if Paimon is an external organ to me, right?’ 
Aether smiled, and Albedo laughed a little at the memory, before assuming that earnest face again. 


‘Even after your travels around this land... do you still feel like an outlander?’ 


That jarring sensation Aether had felt as his chin had slammed on Kaeya’s stupid ice bridge- it hit 
him again. “Uh, well...’ He was aware of the other boy examining him closely. He’d gotten used to 
that thorough look. ‘Actually, everyone’s so nice and they involve me in everything, so I kinda 
forget that I’m an outlander’. 


He was reminded of several encouraging comments from those he’d met along the way- including 
Chery’s prompt that he was very much alive as he collected each memory in this world. And 
though they were helpful... 


‘But on most days, when it’s just Paimon and me in some inn or out in the wild even’, he 
managed a dry laugh, ‘I’m still the traveller after all’. 


‘Mm. I understand... quite well’. The blazing sun cast a glint on Albedo’s eyelashes- fair and 
long- obscuring the emotion in his eyes further. Even after countless adventures and experiments 
with this guy, Aether had to admit- as Paimon put it- that he was still a pretty big question mark. 


‘Not that all ve got are complaints, though. The guest of honour perks we’ ve got were pretty 
neat’, Aether quickly added. ‘Anyway, I’m glad to be meeting people at all. Being alone... is the 
worst, isn’t it?’ An optimistic smile. 


‘Of course. You’re always brightening someone’s day with either your kindness, or simply your 
presence. I myself thank you for that’. One of his hands fell away from their tight clasp and dug 
into the sand. “This place suits you, in that way. And even Klee. The summer ambience, sun and 
sea, for those always on the move. And you surely deserve it’. 


-With her stockings pulled off, she dangled her legs off the deck and down through the 
river’s surface. The very movement sent a shock in her ankles again, but it was quelled the 
moment the cool, cool water encompassed her aching feet. 


- ‘Yo, Albedo!’ The Knights on the shore waved to him, asking him for a beach-ball. Aether 
snorted at his light roll of eyes, but the alchemist knew immediately what to do. From his 
sketchpad, following a few quick brushstrokes, emerged exactly what they wanted. 


Paimon sauntered over, tugging at the traveller’s wrist. ‘Come on, let’s join the game!’ 


-A heavy sigh. Why was she so tired? Sort of like those dripping wax candles in Rosie’s and 
Maria’s parlours. Whatever. This was good- she was contributing, even with the completion of 
mundane tasks. Even while there were others doing bigger, more significant things far off. 


Was it very dangerous there? Some of the best fighters were in that party, so it didn’t matter. 
They’d be alright. 


-‘You too, Albedo!’ was the cheer from both the traveller and his floating guide as they dragged 
him along. ‘You’re always thinking! Stop that for a while and have fun!’ It seemed there was no 
escape. 


-The Honorary Knight was with them, and everyone voiced how at ease they felt amidst his 
company. They trusted him. Chery’s thoughts unfolded one by one, as she soothed her pains in the 
lake water on that sweltering day. You... trust him. There was only one person those thoughts 
ended with. 


Albedo’s decision had been abrupt, almost as if he’d tore himself away from some veil. Abrupt, 
but with burning intention. She liked that about him; he acted so easily on what he was bent on. 
Even if that intent... did not always lie with her. Even though she’d watched the lost look in his 
eyes disappear at the sound of one name. 


-He certainly is like summer, Albedo thought as he watched the traveller race to hit the ball tossed 
to him. But he had to admit, he found more of an appeal in the serenity of winter, and in spring- 


Spring. 


-She whipped her head from side to side, chiding herself for her thoughts. She was doing that 
thing again- expecting... something. She wasn’t sure what. 


- In place of the connotation of that single word for the season of hope and new beginnings, came 
an assortment of interlinked moments gathered like a portfolio: the chaos under a pink-petalled 
tree, where he first caught sight of those eyes which he struggled to look away from now, because 
they reminded him too much of all he had to lose. 


-Water swishing, lapping at quiet banks. She hoped the expedition was going well, and that 
they were okay. 


-Joyous laughs as the beach-ball was passed from hand to hand, but the alchemist was lost in 
thought, about what it was like being next to her: a kind of quiet tranquillity behind a smile, but not 
without the soft stir of something like butterfly wings; and yet at the same time, the sweet lull of a 
moonlight melody he wanted to hear again, and again, and again... 


-An innocent wish, amongst others, gathered in her solitude: J hope you’re okay. 


-And finally, only a few days ago, that same tune pausing with a shrill note as her face froze like 
ice, while he stood up to run towards another- 


‘Ack!’ 


Albedo lay on the sandy ground now, his forehead throbbing from the impact of the ball. Several 
faces crowded his vision in a ring, and a hand soon got him back on his feet. He apologised for his 
inattentiveness before resuming the game. 


But I’m not running, he told himself. 


He’d come here knowing that there’d be another someone who he trusted. Someone who felt like 
him. Who, like him, was removed from this world entirely, and who did not quite remind him of 
everything else he could end up hurting. 


And though Albedo should have been content with this, knowing he could resume his life’s work- 
and life itself- in peace... what irony it was that this truth he’d searched for years with clear-cut 
eagerness, had begun again, to blur the days before him. 


It worried him. 


The moment Noelle was back, the Knights were taken by storm. Chery took one day off, and the 
next, Noelle was sweeping books out of her hands and carrying trays of tea and coffee throughout 
the building. Oh, curse the heavens that thwarted her dreams of joining these very people she 
worked so hard for. 


Chery was immensely thankful for her assistance. Her ankles were given a break, too; she 
plucked up enough courage to blurt it out to Madame, who instead of chucking her out the window 
as she’d feared, nodded in silence. 


Although... things had gotten a little messy on another note. Chery was walking back to the 
Knights from town, when Susie interjected her- and she didn’t seem too happy. ‘Chery, where were 
you?’ 


Her voice was shaky, clearly on the verge of a breakdown. ‘I decided to switch the present in the 
last minute, and I wanted to see if you’d agree, but-’ 


Where were you? 


The question was an echo of one of Mafu’s dejected gazes before they’d cleared things up at 
Falcon Coast. Dammit. In the time out Chery had taken to go to the lake, Susie had done with her 
present to the recipient. 


‘He didn’t like it!’ 


And even as she’d comforted the sobbing girl between apologies, that sinking feeling of despair 
swallowed her. Not necessarily for the seeming triviality of the situation, but because she’d done it 
again. She hadn’t been there when a friend needed it. Why hadn’t she just stayed in one place? 


The why did I and the what ifs and the raw stab of emotion they provoked... she’d hated it all 
before she’d even learnt the word “regret”. She carried herself in this cloud of thoughts all the way 
to her library desk, irritated with how everything was spiralling down, down and down. And so 
absorbed she was in such contemplation, that she barely noticed the sniffles coming from under her 


desk- so soft and small, like the whimpers of a cat stranded in the rain. 


A peek underneath showed the Spark Knight, though her spark seemed to have... extinguished. 
The fatigue Chery had acquired from only a while ago did not matter for a moment as she 
immediately bent down to meet the girl. 


‘Klee, honey, what’s wrong?’ They were both crouched under the table, open to no one’s eyes. 
The last time Klee had been upset, it had been a day out in town with her and Albedo, where she’d 
found herself kicked out of an ice cream queue by two guys. The bottom line was that the guys in 
question hadn’t quite been spared by Klee’s companions. 


‘Um...’ Klee was still sniffing, cheeks rosy and wet. Her hands were pulling down tight on her 
big red cap... almost as if hiding something. Chery reached out to dab at her face, gently prying the 
small hands away. The child seemed grounded to the floor, though. Chery didn’t force her up. 


‘Klee was just- blowing up these hilichurl- hic- towers, and then there were these kids’, a few 
more hiccups and sniffs, ‘Klee asked if they wanted to play, but- but-’ And the waterfalls came 
gushing from her eyes. ‘They laughed at my- ears?’ 


The words struck her to the heart, even as she watched Klee’s hands go again to tug at her cap. ‘I 
don’t get it. I wanted to be friends, but they said my ears look funny. W- what did Klee do wrong?’ 


What did I do wrong? 
Why do they hate me? 
It’s not my fault I’m like this... is it? 


The unanswered questions. A little girl crouching down alone, wanting to hide herself, wanting an 
answer. Just a bit of help, that’s all she was looking for. 


This was Klee. And this was Chery herself, all those years ago... and now too, from time to time, 
when she was reminded by people’s stinging stares. 


She’d feared this. She’d hoped against hope that this day would never arrive for this carefree 
child. But now it was here. Now she knew. 


‘Klee’. She drew herself closer to the girl, and touched her forehead to hers. ‘I'll tell you what. I 
don’t think it’s easy to be friends with everyone you meet, because everyone is different in some 
way or the other. And these cute little ears of yours’, Klee gave a weak giggle as she gave a light 
tap on her pointy elf ears, “You don’t see them every day, on everyone, but that doesn’t mean 
they’re not special’. 


Klee looked up at her with big, crimson eyes, still watery. ‘Special?’ 


The older girl nodded, smiling. “You, Sucrose, Diona. You guys have got the real deal. But 
sometimes... people forget that everyone is different, so they take a little time to understand. They 
can even be a little mean’. 


The throwback to the years gone by, and her Vision’s origin: a senior fellow from her 
swordsmanship class who’d found himself in a monster attack. His sword had been thrown away 
from him, and she’d scooped it up. The monsters were gone. She offered it back to him, and it was 
knocked out of her hands with the sweep of his hand. There wasn’t so complex a reason behind it, 
quite simple, really- ‘You used it’. She, who did not look like others. ‘Freak’. 


Well, if a Vision was the people’s ambition, she now knew that hers had been to keep moving, to 
understand when others didn’t. To be kind. 


‘But you have done nothing wrong, and you don’t have to change yourself. They can’t hurt you 
when you’ re happy being Klee’. 


Words from a dear, dear friend- and a painting of herself she’d never been allowed to see- that 
had kept her going: /f you still want to be you... a painting cannot tell you no. 


‘And you have tons of people who love you because you’re Klee, don’t you?’ 
Klee nodded frantically. 


‘Then don’t make the same mistake I did’. And with a peck to her fair head, Chery said the words 
Lisa would tell her sometimes with a hand mirror in front of them: ‘You look lovely’. 


Klee’s gloved hands came up to mop herself, and her head drooped, as if thinking for a second or 
two. Then it shot back up with a decisive shake up and down. “But you know there’s a lot of people 
who love you too, right, Chery?’ 


Chery was taken off guard by that comment, but the belief in those red eyes burned bright as the 
very flames she could create. “Like me and Albedo and Noelle and Lisa and- everyone!’ 


A place amongst people she’d once never imagined she’d acquire. And so many, too. She smiled. 
‘Of course, I know’. And she was startled by the sudden charge into her by Klee, small arms 
wrapping around her as they had that very first day they’d met. 


‘I love you, Chery! Very, very, very, very much!’ 


Only a child and one she loved, underneath that table, sharing a secret almost. Chery hugged her 
close, hoping that everything in her heart could be conveyed in one tight squeeze. “I love you too, 
Klee’. 


Chapter 24 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“You’re back’. 


It was in the hallway that they met, a day after the expedition party returned. These two words 
she’d say to him with a smile in her eyes any time he was back from a journey out, and he would 
return the smile. This time, though, he was a tad hesitant. Chery wondered why. 


Had it been something big and dangerous? Was everyone alright during the trip? 


Innocent inquiries to which Albedo responded with a mysterious laugh, unsure of whether to 
break it to her that her worries weren’t worth it- it had been more of a vacation, after all. 


‘Are you... a little tanned?’ she sounded amused as she inspected him. She, however- goodness, 
was she okay? Her eyes were terribly drowsy, and... she appeared quite worn on the whole. 


“You look tired. Have you had much to do this past week?’ 
Thrown off, she answered gingerly: yes, but it wasn’t a big deal. Albedo was dubious. 
‘Then why don’t you... join us for dinner sometime?’ 


The two of them stared at the sudden offer. It was a warm contrast to his monotonous responses 
so far. ‘It’s a far cry from a satisfactory reward’, he added hastily, “But it would be our treat- 
Klee’s and mine’. 


And he knew it was worth it when Chery seemed relatively more relaxed as she sat at their table a 
few days after, waiting for dinner to be served. He’d strictly refused her help, claiming this was her 
break. 


It was a humble, cosy little house, with shelves and tables of chaotic messes. She wasn’t surprised 
at the sacks of bomb prototypes and the like, not quite the default ornaments in a living room. She 
was first given a full tour of the house, up and down, by the excited little girl. 


‘Oh! And this is for you!’ Chery was presented with a small trinket- a bracelet made of seashells 
so smooth and radiant. ‘Albedo brought me a whole bunch of seashells from his trip! So we 
decided to make a present for you!’ 


As she accepted it with a smile, the weariness and doubts of the past few days fell away from her 
shoulders. 


Now, Albedo was at the kitchen counter, gathering up his cooking utensils, when he found one of 
their bowls missing. Turning around, he glanced over at the round dining table, where Chery sat, 
having an appetiser she’d chosen herself. He watched in silence as she dunked a crunchy cracker 
into a bowl... full of water. 


‘Oh, sorry. None of the mugs were wide enough’. She munched on the soggy cracker. ‘I asked 
Klee first, though. And you should totally try this’. Well, he thought, if he enjoyed fried spiders, 
how weird could wet crackers be? 


‘By the way, I’ve got to hand it to you’, she squinted at him as she gobbled up the last of her 
cracker. “You’d make a good housewife’. 


Albedo wondered if he could give a look cold enough even with the carrot in his hands. 


‘No really, you’re an expert at cooking, you take care of Klee- oh and especially her hair’. She 
grimaced as she recalled the day Klee had come to her, asking for her hair done. Albedo in 
particular had found it entertaining to see Klee walk around the Knights with her twin tails wildly 
lopsided and her chest thrust out with wholehearted belief that Chery had done a marvellous job. 


And now, as if to finish, Chery added with a coy smile, ‘Plus, you look really cute in that apron’. 


This was fine. He was a good person. He wasn’t going to sabotage her serving of the meal or 
anything. 


For the rest of the evening, he was quiet as he made dinner- a delicious-sounding assortment from 
the lake fish Klee bombed- and Klee occupied herself on the floor with crayon drawings. He’d 
always been one to listen to Chery talk on end, unless he himself began passionately on a thesis... 
but lately, she wasn’t sure if he was paying attention even in the little moments they chanced 
together. There was always something running through his mind- denying him the moment- as 
though every second they spent was on some deliberation. If only he’d let her know what was 
bothering him, perhaps give her more fond anecdotes from his past days with his master, which she 
used to gladly listen to... 


Still, she was here on invitation. She shouldn’t complain. The homely, welcoming air in this 
home, with two people she enjoyed being with... it was more than she could have ever asked for. 
In all the years of being tossed between two houses, and the momentary relief from adventures 
with Mafu, something like this was what she’d always wanted. Just... warm, and stable. 


‘Dinner’s served’. Albedo turned to the table with the dishes in hand, but- 


‘Oh... she fell asleep’, said Klee, approaching them. Indeed, the girl now had her head resting on 
the table, her wrist with the seashell bracelet stretched out before her. No doubt she’d been quite 
spent after all, which was why he set the dishes back on the counter, deciding better than to wake 
her. 


Klee, on the other hand, raced into his bedroom, emerging with a long sheet which she nearly 
tripped over. Standing next to Chery, she raised the thing as high up as she could. With a chuckle, 
Albedo came to her aid, realising she wasn’t tall enough to drape the sheet without ungracefully 
tossing the whole thing over. 


Together, they wrapped it as quietly as possible over the sleeping girl, and Klee whispered a 
‘good night! Albedo, however, gazed at her a little while longer, wondering if this was the closest 
he should allow the two of them to ever get. 


At home the next morning, Chery was by a window, reading a few mails for her. One amongst 
them intrigued her. It was a simple note, written in spidery letters. 


27th coming up! You know what day that is. No need for parties, for you are already invited to 
mine! Thank you, and good day! 


What the heck. She had to stop getting suspicious messages like this. But on a more serious note, 


what was special about the 27th? Oh right, Klee’s birthday. Chery had been about to ask Albedo 
about planning something for her... but it seemed unnecessary now- that was, if this mysterious 
note were to be trusted. 


Next was the latest letter from Ayaka in Inazuma. It was indeed refreshing, a welcome change. 


That... new perspective; perhaps that was what she needed for her recent dilemma. Not whatever 
she’d felt the day the expedition party took off on their mission- that almost sinking sensation that 
had passed in mere seconds. The other thing. The one that felt like... flowers popping up wherever 
she went. 


So, she asked the question that had been rankling her mind, even though that kind of thing was 
rather bold in her penfriend’s culture. Chery sighed once she was done. The reply would take a 
while, but she was eager for an answer. She would wait. 


If that had been how things were only a few days ago, with her waking up to the horror of dozing 
off just before dinner and receiving a ‘It’s fine’ from both her companions, why was she here like 
this now? 


Her head pressed against a library shelf, the book she’d frantically brought back a while ago 
hanging limp in her hands. Why was she feeling this way? 


She’d only happened upon it when going through one of the shelves, delighted at the title: A 
Complete Guide on the Metaphysics of Science. He’d mentioned his troubles over a conundrum to 
solve regarding this topic. So off she’d gone to the workshop. Maybe he hadn’t checked the library 
in a while. So maybe the crease in his brows would disappear once he received this... perhaps even 
smile at her for the tiniest support she’d give in his complicated problem. 


Sucrose saw it first, and only let out a diminished ‘oh’. And Albedo- he laughed a little. 
And that was when the smile on her face had collapsed. 


It took her back to when Papa had accompanied her to her mother’s, and she’d called him the best 
papa in the world. He’d only laughed aloud against her comment, saying he knew she was only 
flattering him. She’d hated that feeling then, at that casual bout of laughter, as she did now. 


‘l’m afraid you’ ve got it wrong. Metaphysics and Metaphysics of Science are interrelated, but in 
fact two different spheres, despite the common term’, Albedo said. 


‘Oh, right. Silly me’. And she seized the book and scrammed before these better-versed people 
could look upon her more. 


Stupid. That was what she told herself as she returned to the present, where her grip on the book 
tightened as her head stayed where it was. Other trivial recollections came to her then. His and 
Mona’s serious looking discussions, and that one day an officer had inquired as to what on earth 
she, the librarian’s assistant and he, the chief alchemist could have to talk about. And though she’d 
kindly asked them to mind their own business with an icy smile, it haunted her now. 


But... they didn’t need anything in particular to chat about. It was lovely enough to simply be 
next to each other. J just... like being with you. Was there really something wrong with that? 


* Eek!’ 


That seemed to be Sucrose’s default reaction whenever she bumped into the Cavalry Captain. 
She, however, took off out the door even as Kaeya entered. Albedo certainly had not been 
expecting him. Lord, what did he want? 


‘Good morning, Albedo’. 


‘Good morning, Kaeya- and do refrain from coming in contact with anything in the lab’. Kaeya’s 
hand- which had been inches away from a crucible- gracefully retreated. He then remained 
wordless as Albedo inquired as to what brought him here. 


‘My dear Albedo’, he started. “Are you feeling alright? Not depressed in the least?’ 
“What sort of-’ 
“You just mixed in salt with what I think was a sweetened tea’. 


The alchemist stopped stirring his cup of tea, looking down to see pots of both sugar and salt 
before him. He refused defeat. He drank the damn thing. 


‘Rather disoriented, are we?’ 


‘I think not’. Even after a sip of the ghastly tea, Albedo remained straight-faced. He wasn’t 
disoriented. In fact, focused and intent was what he was at present... or at least, what he was trying 
to be again. 


From where he sat near the window, Kaeya cast a shrewd eye towards him, reminding himself of 
his purpose there: to relay his observations. ‘Well, I think it’s safe to say you certainly aren’t 
yourself. Maybe you’re even a tad reluctant in the daily schedule you follow now’. 


“You seem to imply that you know me well enough to spot an anomaly’. 


Kaeya’s lips were drawn in a thin, lightly curved line. ‘ve observed enough to confidently say 
that you’re somehow more drawn into yourself than you were before... to the point of leaving 
certain people to themselves. Little Klee has been left to her own amusements more often these 
days. And someone else in particular, as well’. 


The spoon stirring another dose of sugar halted with a clink. Two gazes of blue of different shades 
clashed: periwinkle and a bright teal. 


Yes, his observation of Chery yesterday, appearing very much dulled as her head stayed flopped 
against a bookshelf, before resuming her duties. On hearing this, Lisa had shooed him off to the lab 
to have a “man-to-man” talk. 


Albedo lay his cup on the table with a sigh. ‘I am not the only one she associates-’ 


‘But have you not wondered if you’re the one she enjoys associating the most?’ His slippery 
tongue made the accusation all the worse. ‘Just like you?’ 


‘Please refrain from meddling in matters that aren’t yours, Sir Kaeya’. 


His hands came up in defence. ‘A heart as cold as Dragonspine, you have. But I will say, it’s 
unlike you, genius alchemist, to leave any problem unresolved’. 


What was he getting at? Albedo was sure he was only solving whatever problems there were. As 


he’d once told Chery, he was simply moving on with life; with the ultimate outcome of his studies. 
That was... the life he’d always known. The only life he deserved. 


‘But alas, that’s not the only reason I’m here’, Kaeya said. ‘Sister Rosaria has been asking me 
quite a lot about you two- you three, actually, the Honorary Knight included’, he did that smug 
chuckle of his, “Interrogating me when I’m drunk- a smart one, she is’. 


Indeed, she was clever. She did say she’d continue with her investigations, and Albedo supposed 
at least part of the deal on his side wasn’t satisfied yet. He didn’t quite worry over it, though... that 
was, unless any harm ever came in the way of Klee or his assistants or... 


‘It’s unlike you to disclose such information’, he said, eyes fixed on Kaeya’s hand, which went to 
the vase of cecelias at the window. He itched to advise him to not touch those either, but couldn’t 
find a sensible reason. A lot of irrational feelings were popping up in him as of late. 


‘True, the secrets of Sister Rosaria or anyone else, are not mine to tell. However’, and Kaeya 
leaned forward, one slender leg crossing over the other, ‘I myself happen to be interested this time 
over’. 


Oh yes. Having joined the expedition team to investigate the Dragonspine commotion some time 
back, Kaeya- even with his one eye- had known the moment he spotted the fleeting trace of Chery 
and the traveller hauling Albedo down the mountain that day, that something was definitely 
cooking. 


And Albedo knew what he was referring to- an incident about which the Knights were still more 
or less in the dark. 


‘I can see you’re reluctant to reveal any more. Fine. But I must say, your alchemical abilities truly 
are a wonder, aren’t they?’ Oh, and he was talking of much more than those beautiful artificial 
blossoms of his, they both knew. ‘So rare, perhaps of a forgotten civilization like my cursed home 
country...?’ 


The thudding footsteps outside the lab served as backdrop to the piercing silence that had 
momentarily fallen within. 


The Cavalry Captain continued. ‘Maybe those very abilities applied in some way to your own 
existence as well, is what makes you so... different from everyone else here’. And his one blue eye 
was a gleaming aquamarine as his fingertips indicatively grazed the base of his own neck. 


Albedo turned away, suddenly very conscious of the mark on him. So Kaeya knew; of course, he 
was admittedly a quick-witted guy. And he himself was intertwined with a lot more secrets than he 
liked to give out. Different, he’d said. Though Albedo’s face betrayed little emotion- not from 
practice, but habit- it was a blow to him. The oddity that set him apart from all else. 


He hated it. 


‘But ’'m sure everyone here would agree that it makes no difference to them. After all, you were 
once welcomed with open arms to the City of Freedom. You certainly still are’. 


Was he aware of it? Perhaps. Who knew, amongst the many things he noticed, what truly touched 
the heart of this young man as mysterious as Kaeya himself? And one of those things being that he 
just might have been an alchemist who happened to be human. Unless he wished to turn that 
equation the other way around... 


Kaeya was peering through the window now, down at the path below them. ‘Oh, look who it is’. 


Albedo joined him, and there, he saw her. Chery. She was chatting with another officer, before 
they took their leave. She was alone now. 


But... being alone and being lonely were two different things, weren’t they? And surely, she did 
not suffer from the latter as Kaeya had suggested... 


The Cavalry Captain thus watched the unvoiced thoughts flash in the alchemist’s face, before- 


That was the fastest he had ever seen Albedo go- pulling his coat on and bidding Kaeya a quick 
goodbye before crashing out the door. Kaeya found himself laughing lightly to himself. That was 
enough meddling with those two, though he loved to meddle. He had a feeling that they would 
resolve things, for better... or for worse. 


It happened again. 


The moment that familiar voice called out her name with a lull she heard from no one else, 
something heavier than a butterfly would flutter within her. 


She wondered what he could be here for. Was it about yesterday? She had slunk out of the lab 
with no explanation... 


When he finally did reach her, he appeared determined to say something, but the intent soon died 
away with the slump of his shoulders, and he shook his head and fell in line beside her. She tried to 
hide her disappointment- whatever it was that he’d wanted to say. 


So it seemed that they’d share a stroll instead. The air was heavy, though... heavy with a ton of 
unsaid things between them. 


‘Time went by pretty fast, huh?’ she started. “Noelle’s already dreading the Ludi Harpastum 
banquets this year’. 


Albedo smiled at that. ‘It’s been quite a while since you’ ve adapted to your life here in the city’. 
He looked thoughtful. ‘Do you enjoy it?’ 


“Y-’ she wasn’t sure why she faltered. Probably because there weren’t enough words to describe 
how much that change in her life meant to her. How much... meeting him had meant to her. ‘Yes’. 


He gave a content nod. ‘And... nothing has been bothering you?’ 
She tilted her head. “What kind of nothing?’ 
“Well... Sister Rosaria, for example’. 


Oh, her. Chery had let him know of her creepy, furtive admonitions. ‘No, I don’t think I’ve seen 
her around ever since... Dragonspine’. 


Another satisfied nod. 
“Why, has she been bothering you?’ 


‘Only her usual warnings. Nothing new’. A monotonous answer. ‘It’s only better to be wary of 
her. But don’t worry, she takes protection of the city and its inhabitants as seriously as she does 
investigation, so no harm will come to you. Aether, however...’ 


“Wait, I don’t get it’. Chery halted in her tracks to face him. “How come Aether’s in more danger 
than me? He’s obviously better skilled-’ 


‘Because he is not ordinary’. 


The statement and its implication fell flat on her. ‘The more he knows, the more he would be able 
to handle, precisely because of his range of capabilities. I once deemed him more or less like 
anyone else in this world, but a closer look reveals that he is indeed special, in that way, and it 
opens him up for further suspicion from her’. 


‘Ah... you’re right’. It was clear to her own ears: her voice falling low. It’s just a technical 
matter. ‘Then we’d better make sure he’s alright’. 


Before he could answer, his blue gaze- it took off from her to set on something behind her, and he 
smiled. ‘There he is right now’. 


Everything that followed after... Chery couldn’t describe it as anything besides a blur. Aether and 
Paimon coming up to them, her giving a weak wave. All of them resuming the stroll. 


‘So, are you drawing anything today, Albedo?’ 
‘Nothing in particular. Do you wish for a portrait?’ 
‘Nah, you’ve drawn plenty of us’. 


Oh yes... such lovely sketches she’d seen of the traveller and his guide on the idle papers 
cluttering his desk, amongst others of flowers and Klee... and none of her. 


‘What experiment do you need help with next?’ Their heads side by side- Aether an iota taller 
than Albedo- talking, chatting, whatever you will. 


And a most distinct feeling even when her other senses failed her... as though she were anchored 
in one place while she watched everything around her play out like a warped reel. Special, he’d 
said. It was just a technical matter. Not ordinary. Only a fact. Only- 


*...Chery’. 
‘Huh?’ The world swung back into focus, and her three companions were now staring at her. 


‘Are you doing that zonking out thing Albedo does?’ Paimon asked with a giggle. ‘Didn’t think 
this conversation would bore you that much!’ 


‘Oh...’ And she smiled. It had never been an easy thing for her to do- but it was the quick escape 
so many turned to. ‘No, not at all’. 


Chapter End Notes 


Yes, that one conversation was a reference to the cold milk with two spoons of instant 
coffee but it's tea this time because I hc Albedo as a tea over coffee kind of person. 


Also Hoyoverse please Albedo-Kaeya interactions >>> 


Chapter 25 


Chapter Notes 


NOTE: Just to clear up any misunderstanding, but this arc is NOT a bashing up of any 
ship or character in-game. I respect any ship anyone has (unless ofc you involve Klee, 
Qiqi or Diona. If so, may the monster under your bed bite your ankles ). This is only a 
sort of... alt canon? hc? on some observations I’ve made on voice lines etc in the in- 
game events so far, where I looked at Albedo’s relationship with the traveller (Aether 
or Lumine) under the frame of his dependence and trust in them. I didn't really intend it 
in aromantic way. I only look into the implications the extent of this dependence 
might have on these characters as well as Chery with regards to her own insecurities, 
but I feel like it can be applied to any ship or character in game or out. 


Anyhow, that was that and thank you for sticking by so far :) You’re getting closer to 
the end! 


By the time Chery dropped by the Knights (it was a day off, but she’d come with her present for 
Klee), the little girl was a mad flash of red all over the place. 


Whoever who knew it was her birthday threw a quick wish her way as she ran by them, and some 
even stopped to share a spare candy or fresh flower they had on them. But the main targets for her 
were only a handful people- starting with Master Jean. 


‘Master Jean, Master Jean!’ Klee scurried up to the Grandmaster’s desk, where Jean was seated. 


‘Happy birthday, Klee’. Chery- on peeking into all the commotion- didn’t think she’d ever seen a 
brighter smile alight Jean’s face as she patted the child on the head. Klee was a melting mess of 
beams at the show of affection, before perking up with an ‘ooh!’ as Jean presented a tiny box in the 
shape of a treasure chest. 


‘Now, do be careful-’ 


But the girl had already ripped the box open. She took off like a lightning bolt, yelling ‘Kaeyal’ 
And Jean- she certainly was an utterly befuddled Acting Grandmaster. 


‘Goodness, this sounds like some grand scheme, but I’m worried about how much we can trust it. 
I’d better make sure of Klee’s safety’, she said. 


‘Please, don’t fret. It’s nothing to be concerned about’. 


Chery jumped out of her skin when she noticed Albedo standing next to her at the threshold of the 
office. He bid her good morning as if he hadn’t just gone into stealth ninja mode. Like her, he was 
in a get-up different to his usual work attire. He had his hair up today, done almost in a half- 
hearted mess so that a few idle strands broke away, adding to his already chaotic mop of hair. 


‘That’s also what the note I got this morning advised, along with this little box and... pizza?’ Jean 
tapped on the strange object in question, before pulling out the paper inside it with a sigh. 
‘Honestly, is this really Kaeya?’ She held the paper up to the pair at the door- a familiar doodle of 


a circle with an eyepatch. 


Chery threw a dubious look at the boy next to her. He shrugged. ‘Why are you looking at me like 
that? I didn’t orchestrate any of this. I have a hunch, though, as to what this is’. The corner of his 
lips curved an inch as he folded his arms before him. Chery gulped, suddenly very much aware of 
the tightness of that small space of the doorway they stood in. 


And so the two of them decided to accompany the Spark Knight, running laps around the place in 
their attempt to catch up to her ridiculous velocity. Kaeya, too, wished her with another small chest 
in hand. 


‘Ah, treasure chests. The true classic of pirate life’. Kaeya- who was already corking open the 
bottle of dandelion wine he’d been left by the mysterious planner- hinted to his eyepatch, bringing 
to attention the rather absurd story he told everyone of his grandfather being a pirate. 


‘Oh yes. Hm’. 
‘Right, that’s nice’. 
Kaeya cried on the inside at the uninterested comments of the pair who took off after Klee. 


The whole business began with Klee getting a message that her puffball Dodoco’s good friend 
was in trouble. And she was desperate to save him! All she had to do was follow the clues that lay 
with all these people she knew. They, in turn, confessed to the mysterious notes they’d each 
received on being prepared for the arrival of the “wicked girl of flames” on her very special day- as 
well as a small token of a food item they each adored... sort of like a reward for their trouble. 
Chery didn’t think such a racket had shaken the Knights since that one time someone broke into 
Jean’s office one rainy day last year. 


So off the trio went, one by one to Lisa, Amber, Barbara at the church, and even into the woods 
where Klee’s buddy Razor lived. And of course... Aether and Paimon, who found them first. 


“We'll come with! Just in case it turns out to be something scary!’ Paimon volunteered. 


So they trailed behind the child, pondering over the odd assortment of people chosen for this plot. 
One thing they had in common was possibly that they associated Klee often. And they were all 
most generous in their wishes and gifts for her. It wasn’t only people each clue led to, anyway. 
Klee was absolutely delighted to discover an abundance of real treasure chests placed along the 
way- some even needing her “helpful” bombs to crack open. A caring planner, it seemed to be, 
who knew exactly what set her free spirit- so to speak- on fire... 


And caring they were, allowing Chery to let out a sigh of relief that this entire thing wasn’t a wild 
and disappointing goosechase. Klee now had her bare feet kicked in the sandy shore while 
munching on sweet treats, listening on repeat to the recording done on a strange mechanism, of the 
voice of none other than her mother, Alice. 


*,,.And next year, you'll have two numbers for your age! So big! So Mom has an even bigger 
surprise planned for both you and all the people who love you, who you just visited today! 


Klee, though she knew that her mother was still far, far away and not truly in this recording 
machine, responded to each line with a happy giggle. “Thank you, mom! I love you so, so, so, 
much! You’re the bestest mom in the world!’ 


And though Klee was triumphant about having rescued Dodoco’s supposed friend, there wasn’t 
much to say that he’d been in any trouble in the first place.. He now sat next to the girl- a giant 
version of the small puffball, extra fluffy and with an adorable red and white ribbon around its 
neck. It had sat at the very end of the trail of clues, which led to a green meadow drying up into a 
sunny beachside, packed with shaded tables of cake and snacks and... all new bombs. 


Klee’s companions nervously circumvented the bombs and instead retreated to a picnic blanket 
next to her. 


“Well, that certainly was something’, Chery remarked with a chuckle, sinking a dainty bite into a 
cream puff. 


‘Aunt Alice. Same as ever’. Albedo sat a little far off from the others on the mat, but still smiling 
as he nibbled at a slice of cake. His tone implied his acknowledgement of her over-the-top party 
planning and possible insanity. 


Chery surely was taken aback by the entire thing. A big adventure planned by an omni-potent 
sorceress for her daughter; the sight of Klee’s bubbling joy at her parents’ surprise for her... 


She was reminded of Mama. Of the baked cakes with possibly expired ingredients; the dresses 
and books she’d buy for her without asking; even the admonishments of concern and heavy 
expectations and disapproving titters. All for her daughter. 


Sure, we’re ordinary. Her parents, nor herself, had not an exceptional quality about them to devise 
such magical things of this scale. But what was carried in the bouncy voice that spouted out of the 
recording device, and in the tired voices back at the end of the day... were they not the same? 


‘Pfft- ack! Control your hair!’ Paimon’s shrill complaints grounded Chery to the present. As the 
moist sea breezes blew around them, Aether’s long braid flapped in the wind and onto the fairy’s 
face as she tried to wolf down her food in peace. 


The sun and the air, the odd little tang of sweets and sea salt on her lips and familiar company... 
it was a respite from the hard sentiments that had begun churning in her for a while. Despite 
everything, it was one of the loveliest moments she’d lived so far. And perhaps that was why 
Chery decided to reach up to the side of her head and slip off the purple bow that had become a 
vital part of her everyday life. 


‘Wow! You look so pretty like that, Chery!’ Both Aether and Paimon gawked at the long locks of 
dark silk tumbling down her shoulders and soon catching the wind. She laughed, saying this was 
the look she used to don often. The duo’s eyes then travelled away from her. ‘Uh, Albedo? Hello?’ 


Not noticing the smug faces Aether and Paimon were wearing, Chery herself turned to 
him- 


His light eyes- now radiant under the sun- stretched out, and focused on one thing and one thing 
only. Her heart caught up for a second as his gaze did not stray from her for even a moment. Was 
he... about to say something? 


But instead of words came up his hand, and Chery had not realised that he’d been holding a paper 
napkin. The exact frame of the next few seconds was lost to her as the only sensation that lingered 
was the light press of the napkin against the corner of her lips. That, and the slightly confused 
thought that hummed in her, that there was something deliberate in the thumb that guided it. 


An ecstatic squeal sounded from behind them as Klee beckoned her friends to come test out her 


new presents with her. And with that, Albedo retracted his hand. 
“You... had some crumbs left’. 
‘Oh... thanks’. 


And what made Chery feel as though she’d been left at the edge of the cliff wasn’t really the way 
in which his teal irises contracted again, but in how he looked away, and did not meet her eyes 
again for the rest of the day. 


Like a cold, cold land too dangerous to explore freely, he was closed off again. 


‘I’ve got a question for you!’ 


Alice was sauntering around the place, about the makeshift desk they’d prepared for him in the 
attic room, his bedroom. In the dead quiet of the night, she was swaying to some tune she’d picked 
up from her recent otherworldly travels, most unhelpful in the discussion of the earth and its 
accumulated memories of time they were on. Some song about an odd juxtaposition between wise 
people and fools. 


‘Mhmm?’ Albedo was indeed listening, though he didn’t give the impression. Even though it had 
not been long since he’d set into their home, it had become a habit of hers to bombard him with 
random questions unrelated to the task they were at. 


“Wouldn’t you like to fall in love ?’ 


He stopped what he was doing for a moment. That was, by far, the most random question she’d 
asked him. ‘I... haven’t quite given it a genuine thought’. 


It wasn’t that he doubted the chances of romance. In fact, it was quite an interesting, if not a little 
flustering topic to muse on, but not practically. Besides, there were more important things at hand. 


She chuckled. ‘Of course you haven’t, always having your nose stuck in a book or an apparatus. 
Or even that sketchbook’. 


‘And your point, Aunt Alice?’ The moment he’d said it, he hoped he hadn’t sounded too cold. 


But she took no offence. ‘Oh no. No point to be proven. Just a question from me to you’. And she 
resumed her work beside him as well as her song, her blonde tresses falling over the papers. “Who 
knows? Maybe you'll think about it again later’. 


His eyes opened to a brush head- the one loosely dangling in his hand- and the faint memory of the 
song Alice sang. 


He was at that same desk, though now it was relocated to his new room downstairs. Klee had 
been long put to bed after her adventure, and he was still up. Right, he’d been painting. 


His brush resumed its meander across the page. Drowsy, yet careful strokes, rocking almost to 
that tune his mind was now jogging up. 


Wise men say... 


Up and down, up and down, until he finished the picture whose end product would always set an 
involuntary smile on his face. Another piece he could not let many set eyes on, for it would surely 
betray these feelings that had begun for some time, to stir within him. Tender things which he 
could not yet name, but handled with the gentlest hands all the same. 


Only fools rush in. 


The brush stopped mid-way as he realised. He dropped his head into the cradle of his hands, 
mumbling to himself: ‘Enough’. 


‘When you do happen to draw one thing again and again, wouldn’t that mean you have a special 
interest in it?’ 


Special interest? He was sure that was an understatement when he had never been more intrigued 
by anything before she came along. You- wracking his senses and all clarity of mind in his longing 
to learn more about her. For him, knowing more of anything would end up with a bittersweet 
sensation, but not this time. 


A yearning that had only grown stronger still with every smile, every tear, every frown and 
childish pout... every moment of her that he would, in feverish bursts of emerald greens and 
chestnut browns, record as many times as possible. 


But it wasn’t enough. It never was. For observation could only give you as much as to sketch and 
paint, not the whys behind her every emotion, the train of inner thought accompanying her fragile 
seconds of statuesque stillness. The what ifs if he were to embrace those moments himself, if he 
were to be the one, for once, to be in that picture with her, and not the one wielding the paintbrush. 


Yet, observation was all he could resort to, for he was one who was meant to hurt even those most 
important to him. 


Watching them today, frolicking on the beach- he’d realised. None of them- not even the traveller 
in whom he’d placed all his hopes of the certainty that there was no need to fit in when in his 
midst- they were not like him. No, to be more precise, Albedo was not like them. 


That was the first truth he’d been presented with, reiterated over the years of research, research, 
and research. It clanged in his head like a bell whenever he’d watched- since young- all of the 
moments others lived, hoping in vain that he was succeeding as he tried to immerse himself in 
them. A chill voice in his ears; a reminder pressed at his heart with a thin, cold finger of a teacher 
who'd already led her share of an isolated life. 


He was not to be. 


Little Klee testing out her new gifts all over the place, sending bushels of sand flying; Aether and 
his floating companion, crying over their intricately done sandcastles now debris under Klee’s 
doing. 


And you. 


She’d looked so beautiful, even more so than usual, and not just with her free waves of dark hair 
and contrast of a fair face. No, the innocence and simple content in her lovely eyes as she’d gazed 
back at him- a beauty so subtly intense that it hurt his heart over the stabs of the bitter reality of his 
existence. 


Even though he knew that this loveliness of hers, he could never master in any sketch or painting; 
knew her smile could never truly be his... he still tried. He tried, swallowing back the well of raw 


feeling in his throat, and closing his eyes to the full remembrance of those lyrics, which he now 
realised were very much relevant to the one question Alice had asked. 


But I can’t help 
falling in love 
with 


you. 


Chapter 26 


Rosaria had to admit, the people she observed as part of her investigations were genuinely 
entertaining at times. In addition to the details of their everyday routines, she took note of their 
facial expressions, always in flux. Absurd rejoicing for winning these ongoing festival games 
(which she couldn’t care less about) and a long face for their loss, as if the world was about to end. 


But they were all those “young” people of the daytime. They were not nocturnal creatures like 
her. But some- whether they belonged to day or night- were actually worth the careful observation. 
They were the ones who deserved to be seen through, all the way until their last breath, which they 
would have the privilege of drawing before her. 


And for a while now, she’d had one such person in mind. 


And though she watched him plenty, conniving up in those cold mountains, the one she had 
pinned at the moment with her cat-sharp eyes was not him, but one who he valued for sure. 
Someone who was, in fact, valued by this whole city Rosaria strived to safeguard. 


This particular candidate with the yellow braid and outlandish clothes would occupy himself all 
over the place, followed by his floating... thing. But at some point, he would be tired, despite all 
the glorious power he was said to possess. He would need rest. 


And that would be when Rosaria would act. She would strike, she would steal. 


It was, once again, the time of year for Ludi Harpastum. 


Chery found herself more productive during the day next to Noelle, volunteering for the banquets 
in addition to her usual library duties. However, they hadn’t been long on their break time, 
enjoying the stalls, when one of the decorative flower towers abruptly came crashing to the 
ground, looking like it could’ve killed a few people. 


‘Thanks a lot for the help, Chery! It would’ve taken ages to get back up without your hydro ropey 
stuff’. Amber beamed next to her as they went up the headquarters’ entrance, post-disaster. 


Chery waved it away, saying they would’ ve been useless anyway without the added efforts of her 
and Noelle. 


‘Still, I wonder how it just crashed out of nowhere- the wind wasn’t even that strong. Do you 
think there was something wrong with the base?’ Amber pondered aloud just as they pushed open 
the library doors. 


‘Maybe Kaeya had something to do with it’. 
Chery blinked at the smiling face of Lisa at her desk. 


‘Aha! You’re right, it must’ve been Kaeya!’ The Outrider slammed her palms on the librarian’s 
desk in a stroke of animation. ‘I think I saw him loitering around there too...’ 


It was evident that all Amber needed was mention of his name before hooking him up to any 
chaos within Mondstadt’s walls. 


‘But he won’t admit it anytime soon’, Lisa continued, pouring Amber a cup of black tea ina 
graceful motion made smooth with habit. 


‘Exactly. Which is why... I'll ask Eula for help, too!’ 


Chery alternated between the two, certain that neither of them were even certain of what topic 
they were on at this point. 


Amber swigged down her tea in one go, before thanking both her and Chery once again. And with 
her bunny-ear-like headband standing up straight with newfound ardour, the Outrider was out the 
door with her declaration of war. 


The librarian’s assistant, on the other hand, had to open and shut her mouth a few times before 
deciding on what to articulate. ‘Why do I get the feeling that Kaeya’s neck is in imminent danger of 
being squashed now that Eula’s on the case, too?’ 


Her mentor looked like an angel as she fluttered her long eyelashes. ‘Because women are lovely 
that way’. 


With a light laugh, Chery joined her side. She’d lost a bet against Kaeya for sure, and was now 
seeking revenge. Lisa really could be... a sore loser. 


‘Are you feeling better now, sweetie?’ 
Chery tilted her head at the sudden question. Yes, she was fine... was she not fine before? 


The librarian gave a chuckle, albeit with not much mirth in it. “You seem to be running a 
marathon, that’s all’. 


Huh? To Chery, life right now felt like anything but something as dynamic and exciting as a 
marathon, despite the celebratory air of the city. But who was she to complain when Lisa sat here 
with her library duties, napping and having tea time almost every single day? 


‘Oh, don’t worry about me. I had my own fun a long time ago’, said Lisa, her voice still honeyed, 
but falling low... as if reminiscing a time gone by. ‘But you, darling... you can’t afford to miss that 
opportunity’. 


Chery slumped into the seat next to her mentor, thudding her face into a fat book on the table. 
‘Lisaaa, what are you saying?’ 


“You'll see’. Chery- her face still splatted on the book- felt a light tug on her hair-bow, a nice little 
fix back into place. “You’ll both see’. And before she could question Lisa further, she was kicked 
out with another cup of tea for herself and the request to finish off her book collecting duties for the 
week. 


So out of the building again, she was. She made for the Plaza, a starting point to hunt down those 
who were szill late in returning their books. It wouldn’t be easy though, what with the throngs of 
people at stalls. 


A marathon- an event where you’d keep running, and running, and running- simply moving on a 
single track. So, Lisa did have a point, even if she wished to express it in mysterious ways- 


Chery felt herself suddenly come to a stop on that long track. There you are. 


Alone on a Plaza wall, head bent over his notepad. A familiar image from winter festivities last 


year. But this time, she found her mind flooding with a dozen thoughts before she approached him. 


Was she being too eager? Would she be a nuisance breaking into his solitude? She’d figured that 
had been her mistake the day she’d barged into the lab with the Complete Guide on the 
Metaphysics of Science. 


That mad jumble of thoughts- oh so loud- overwhelming her again. It hurt her head sometimes. 
But he’d already looked up. He saw her. And his eyes- they were tinged with a weariness whose 
root she couldn’t decipher. He did not appear averse to company, though. 


So she sat tentatively beside him. He was drawing the cold mountain behind them, and not happy 
people in the Plaza as he had last winter. Those happy people- they were still there, as they were 
year after year. But between the pair sitting side-by-side on that wall... something had changed. 
There was not the immediate gush of natural talk between the two of them. A tease, a laugh, maybe 
shaking their heads over the latest disaster of a little girl in red. It was... gone. 


Her grip on the wall tightened as she realised. What was... going on? 
She decided to take the first move. ‘Do you have any plans for today?’ 


Albedo’s hand holding the pencil strayed away from his sketchpad. He didn’t think he was going 
to finish it anyway. But he didn’t look up at her either. “Not... at the moment. I’m only killing a bit 
of time, you could say, before I return to the lab’. He did not tell her that he’d been pondering on 
something in particular regarding the traveller- a question he had been asked recently, over a 
blazing campfire, and given time to think over. 


‘I see...” She swallowed, willing her tongue to bring up something that ended the blandness of the 
conversation. Anything. 


“What is your favourite season?’ 


Albedo beat her to it. A question so average from one who was way above average, like those she 
would ask him on those very first days they met. 


Chery thought about it. ‘Spring, I suppose’. 
“Ah, a well-loved season. Unlike winter’. 


“Well, I think summer is best loved, anyway. But there’s a lot to love about winter, too. It’s so 
beautiful, and it reminds you to stay warm’. She drew her hands together, smiling a little. ‘And I 
like it when you have someone to huddle close to in the cold. Because then you don’t feel cold at 
all-’ 


She faltered, cheeks flushing as she realised her childish prattle. But instead of pursuing it, 
Albedo stated: ‘Spring kills winter’. 


She whipped around to him with a laugh. ‘Whoa, calm down, edgelord. Why are you taking it so 
seriously?’ 


‘It’s the truth, isn’t it?’ 


And he did look serious; so grave, as though he were looking into the deep, deep layers of the 
world she- or any other normal person- could not see. 


‘Or to be more precise, it is the warmth of spring that kills winter. Winter and snow- they fear the 


warmth. They recoil under it. They die’. Like a cigarette butt piercing through soft whiteness. 


The brief spark of mirth had left her by now. ‘Okay, you have a point, but... don’t you think it’s 
more like winter gives way to spring? And maybe in those last moments when winter goes away, 
it’s happy to have felt the warmth everyone else enjoying its season has’. 


And he did glance at her now, before letting his head fall back down. ‘Happy...’ she thought she 
heard him mumble. Following a moment of silence, he sighed. “The way you think, the things you 
say. It’s like you know exactly what would put me at ease’. 


At that, Chery smiled a little. 

‘But is it enough?’ 

The moment he’d said it, she felt herself shiver from the prickle of goosebumps along her skin. 
“What I meant...’ he started, taking note of the change in her. 


She shook her head. ‘It’s alright. I’m only one person, after all. But hey, you have everyone else, 
too. I told you when you woke up that as long as you’re here, all of us, we’d-’ 


‘And did you really believe that?’ 
And it hit her. A raw slap in her face. 


‘Do you not see it yet? Your words are made for someone like you. Like all of you. They would 
not have much recourse for me’. 


The lack of faith carried so casually in each syllable. The simple truth he implied: You do not 
understand me. This... wasn’t him, was it? It couldn’t be. 


He was already standing up, apologising that they couldn’t chat longer. 
‘But wasn’t it words that your master gave you?’ 
He came to a halt. 


‘She taught you a lot of other stuff, I know, but whatever she said, you believed it, didn’t you? 
Without a second thought?’ 


Listen to me, Albedo. 

‘And that’s what you always believed you were’. 

You are different. 

‘That’s why you’re here now’. 

You are my true perfection. So, you won’t disappoint me, will you? 


They were coming back to him now, all at once- an angry rain cloud pouring out its wrath. 
Words, words, words, and the visions and the fear. 


The visions- of everything he could someday do, and had nearly done. Of blood and chaos and 
withering flowers... and the traveller’s sword finally thrust in the pit of his heart. The nightmares 
which he would still wake up to, even on the nights Klee had dozed off beside him with a 


storybook in hand. 


The fear- at the feeling of something other than himself, something vengeful within him- 
watching and waiting for him to make another wrong move. The cold dread that ran down his 
spine for the hand with which he brushed aside the little girl’s stray bangs, pulled the covers a little 
further over her, being the same hand that could stain her with red. 


‘So please’, Chery was saying. Her tone was desperate. “Just look at me. Look at all of us and tell 
me, what do you see more? The differences? Or just how much you mean to-’ 


“You once said you would like for someone to know you thoroughly’. He was looking back at her 
over his shoulder. She was silenced by the gaze he gave her. Cold and searing, like bitter ice. A 
gaze she had never thought she would receive from him. Not her. 


‘Then if you do not know me, please, don’t assume that you do’. 


And every step he took further and further away from her sent the most miniature fissures in 
something which they both could not see, but which she felt, deep in her chest. The girl now all by 
herself on that wall. 


She was looking down at the blurry image of her hands on her lap, at the gift of a seashell- 
bracelet she’d decided to wear today as she thought, 


Even if I got you back... 


why does it feel like I lost you after all? 


As he stepped into the refuge of his workshop, the chief alchemist quickly craned his neck as a 
wild bottle cork came flying his way. 


Soon after was a child’s bubbly voice announcing his arrival, coupled with Sucrose’s frantic 
apologies for her carelessness. 


‘No worries’. Albedo returned to his work station, staring aimlessly at his equipment for a while. 
Right, he had work to do, he declared as he reached out for a vessel. He jumped when a distorted 
blur of red and blonde sprang from behind it. 


‘Albedo! Can we start on our special project now?’ Klee’s wide grin looked like a giant crescent 
moon through the round glass. And by project, she meant none other than a new set of her precious 
trinkets, custom made for the festival games. 


‘Sure, Klee. We’ll get it done soon’. 


Iam not running . That sentence again. He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to reassure himself 
with it. 


‘Oh, Mr. Albedo, Timaeus asked if he could be excused from the stall for today’. His indistinct 
reply was something along the lines of ‘Of course’. 


Master wouldn’t want him to run away, anyway. Wouldn’t want him to be a coward. A 
disappointment. 


In the meantime, Klee gasped. ‘Wait! Maybe we can finally have walking, dancing Jumpty 


Dumptys in this new line! Could we, Sucrose? Could we!’ 


‘Er... maybe you should ask Albedo about it first’. Sucrose’s voice, faint in his ears. ‘Anyhow, 
I'll go let Timaeus know. See you later, you two’. 


Of course, she wanted him to be what he’d always been. Her perfection. 


The lab door gave a muted thunk as it was shut, a contrast to Klee’s booming exclamations. ‘So? 
Pleaaaaase, can we have them? I promise not to use them anywhere else!’ 


But was that... what he wanted? 
‘Albedo!’ 
‘Klee, please!’ 


The child’s mouth stopped in that last ‘o’, and there was something in her widened crimson eyes 
that he was not used to seeing, especially not as she gazed up at him. 


Something like... fear. 


It took him a moment to realize that his eyebrows had furrowed, and the hand that now lay on the 
table had come down with a slam. He gave it a silent glance, then turned again to Klee. 


‘lm... sorry, Klee. Come on’. And having grabbed a notepad, he sunk down to the floor, lightly 
tapping the space beside him. ‘Let’s see what we’ll need for those new Jumpty Dumptys’. 


And for sure, he had not foreseen the rush of relief that flooded his chest as she bounced up to 
him with a smile. 


While he sketched, he didn’t notice his little sister turn her eyes to his focused face, before resting 
her cheek on his shoulder. 


That night, when Chery let her pocket watch clatter softly on her nightstand, when she flopped on 
her bed, it was not with the giddy warmth she’d felt the last time she’d done this. Not with the 
lightest feeling in the world. 


As she mechanically pulled off the bow in her hair, her mind whirled in a downward spiral of 
thoughts... not for the first time. Perhaps she had gone too far this time, mentioning his master. 
Perhaps she’d been insensitive. But she still remembered the pangs that had rocked her heart when 
he’d once told her what it had been like to slowly, gradually lose control of himself. The casual 
tone he’d taken as he’d said: 


‘Quite frankly, I felt as though I were losing my mind’. 


And still he would go around the same question of how to avoid it. And she’d watch his 
frustration — powerless- as it came to no fruition. All she’d wanted to do was remind him that he 
wasn’t alone in this. She didn’t know she’d find herself feeling this way. 


She strived to aid people in whatever way she could. Besides, if they didn’t like her for how she 
looked, they’d at least like her for what she did. But for you- it wasn’t so much as helping out as it 
was simply being there, with you and for you... 


A memory from not so long ago, of the three of them sparing a leisurely moment together- she, the 


chief alchemist and the traveller. She had been too focused on getting their cups of tea right to take 
much note of what Albedo was saying to him: ‘We already understand each other quite well, don’t 
we?’ 


...But I’m not the one you need. 
She rolled to her side on the bed, squeezing her eyes shut to the realisation. 


Why hadn’t she seen it before? Why had she assumed the role for herself without bothering to 
stop and wonder whether there was already someone else better fit for it? Someone else to... give 
him the peace he needed. 


That lost look she’d seen in his eyes in the rarest of moments; in his weary, resting figure, so like 
a child. She’d thought she could do enough to tell him it was alright, that he was not lost at all. 
Her- someone so ordinary, so painfully normal. 


Thought that she was special enough to know, to understand a little bit more about him than 
anyone else did. 


‘ Did you really believe that?’ 
The pillow in her hands- it was cold and wet where her face touched it. 


Mafu. She thought to the confident, caring hand with the matching bracelet around her wrist. She 
wished her friend were there to tell her what she was doing wrong. J wish you were here. 


But no, Mafu was a free person. She was on her own journey, as she should be. And when she 
was back, Chery was determined to not be someone whom she had to throw herself to console, all 
over again. 


She had better get herself together. 


‘Um, Albedo, are you uh... upset or something? Depressed by any chance?’ 
The alchemist deliberately dropped the book in his hands. ‘Why do people ask me that?’ 


And in the meantime, Aether and Paimon, who were just back from a run, winced as the book hit 
the table with a thud. “That’s... exactly why’. 


‘Like, you’ ve been a little-’ And Paimon started with some wild hand gestures resembling claws 
being waved around. ‘Uh, scary?’ 


‘Peppery’, Aether suggested. 
‘Salty! That’s the word!’ 


Albedo simply stared, bemused by their various interpretations, before sighing. ‘Have I really 
been all those things?’ 


His companions nodded yes, although cautiously, for fear of that book being flung at them. 


‘Did... something happen?’ Aether asked, uprighting the sword he’d been carrying to the ground 
so that it served as an armrest. “We’lI listen, if you like’. 


Here, at the foot of the snowy mountains, was where he’d been given an offer by this outlander 
before him. An invitation out of sincere hope that it would help him further in his final assignment. 
Such a kind offer... and though his gratitude for it stood steady, why did he feel no elation at it? 


Anyway, Aether would be joining the festival down in the city soon enough. He’d probably try 
and drag Albedo, too. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to join, though. 


He was distracted again, he knew. His thoughts were wandering away like a boat at sea, and yet 
he found no energy to moor them back to the right track as he had resolved to do even after being 
given a second chance at life. 


Salty. 


He supposed they were right, especially when he was still haunted by the look that had struck 
Klee’s face. And... Chery. He’d snapped at them, hadn’t he? But he hadn’t waited around enough 
to register what expression she’d worn as he’d walked away... 


His meditation was interrupted by the unpleasant din of swords clanging to the ground. 


‘lll be right with you’, Aether was saying even as he yanked blade after blade from his invisible 
pocket of an arsenal. ‘I just can’t seem to find...’ Finally, with the result of a whole heap of 
swords, he spared a perturbed glance at Albedo. “The sword you gave me, it’s not here’. 


“What? How is that possible? Did you happen to take it out recently? Aether, that sword could be 
lethal to anyone besides us’. 


“You were using it yesterday morning, weren’t you?’ Paimon jogged her memory with her small 
hands at her forehead. 


“Who did you meet? Anyone suspicious?’ Aether had to gulp as Albedo reared up closer to him. 


‘N- no one really. We fought off some treasure hoarders, and... I heard there was some 
commotion with the decorations? But we were outside the city at that time, before-’ 


Paimon interjected, “We bumped into Sister Rosaria!’ 


The alchemist and the Honorary Knight stared at each other, until Aether noted his teal eyes 
dilate. ‘Aether, I have a favour to ask. Please, go check on Klee and make sure she’s safe’. 


‘Got it’, Aether and Paimon chorused, and their friend gave a grateful nod. But before they could 
ask him where he would be in the meantime, he was off. 


Suitcase in hand, Chery was on the way to her mother’s. Safely tucked inside between the pages 
of a book was Ayaka’s reply, though she’d left it for when she was in a better mood to read it. She 
wasn’t in the mood for a lot of things these days- the celebrations in the city included- especially 
not after that encounter at the Plaza almost two days ago. 


So she occupied herself with everything on her path, hoping the flowers and the chattering 
squirrels and darkening clouds would get rid of the weight over her. She gazed at the silhouette of 
the City of Freedom, now set against a gloomy sky- the place which had become a home to her... 
especially because of all the wonderful people she’d met there. 


-Why did he tell her? 


She would not be in the position she was in now if he had simply kept it- kept it all- to himself. 
The question thumped in his brain as he raced all the way to her place. He hoped she was still 
there, hoped she hadn’t chosen to join the festivities today. 


‘So you three are the ones hiding something’. Rosaria’s words. And if the traveller had been by 
his side... she was the only one left. 


-The Sth day of Ludi Harpastum was in full swing there, at this moment. How ironic that this time 
of year, this time over too, wasn’t the best for her. What a curse. 


-The vase that had been in Maria’s hands crashed to splinters on the floor when Albedo 
yanked the front door open. 


‘Oh! Ah, I-’ Her face was a masterpiece of shock, alternating between the tragic mess and the boy 
at the door. He was asking for the lady even as Rosie came running to the scene. But he had 
already bolted like a summer wind after getting the directions, leaving the two maids blinking in 
bewilderment. 


-She leapt into the midst of a patch of purple bellflowers. The girl in white. Perhaps Mama would 
like some on the table. While she stood there, fancying the idea, she thought she heard someone 
call out to her. 


-Because he had been selfish. Because one starry night when he had let her know the truth 
behind his creation, she had only laid the lightest touch against his hand, and smiled. ‘But how 
come you don’t feel any different?’ And the relief- no, pure sparks of joy- he had felt as every 
smile since, every ‘You’re back!’ and minute touch from her remained unchanged. He had been... 
happy. But was it worth the danger she was in now? 


Things had taken an unexpected turn in the course of events he had predicted... and he hoped its 
repercussions hadn’t reached her yet. Not her. Please, not her. 


-So she turned. And the moment she did, something whistled by her ear, and she gasped as it tore 
off the ribbon in her hair, letting her locks swish around her shoulders. What- what was it? Looking 
down at the ground, her ribbon was almost camouflaged with the purple flowers, distinguished 
only by the glinting dagger piercing it. 


Panic creeping up her, she whipped back to where it had come from- a figure stood there now. 
One in dark apparel, resembling an envoy of the church; but sisters surely did not have on them, a 
giant sword. And this sword in particular, Chery recognized; a striking magenta, and the eye-like 
slit at its hilt still sinister even in the distance. 


And then it came at her, flung in the air, heading for her head. 


She should move. The thought was screamed in her mind, but was belatedly carried to the rest of 
her body. She should move. She wasn’t going to die here. So her limbs started functioning, but was 
there enough time- 


A golden disc, as bright and beautiful as the morning sun, materialising before her with a grace all 
too familiar to her. It pivoted around a sword, which clanged into the one coming straight at her. 
And she watched as a blur of everything light and lovely passed in front of her eyes, reaching for 
the cursed blade before it hit the ground. And finally, there he was, positioned before her with the 
sword of venom directed at that which had sought to harm her. 


Albedo. 


Opposite them, Rosaria had to smirk. It truly was a beautiful sight, like one out of those fairy tales 
the innocents read to console themselves- amidst explosions of purple blossoms was the Chalk 
Prince, armed with the blade that fitted him, protecting his princess. 


‘Rosaria, are you insane?’ he said, tone steely. ‘Why would you go to the extreme of handling this 
sword?’ From behind him, Chery noticed a whole cradle of cords hanging from the hilt of the 
weapon, like some kind of grappling device. 


‘I know its implications. That’s why I devised that flimsy thing. But who knows? Maybe this 
fatigue I’m feeling is from carrying it around’. The sister was nonchalant, as though these things 
were part of her plate. ‘But the important observation here is that you can so easily wield it in the 
blink of an eye’. 


Step by step, she drew closer to them, another dagger twirling around her fingers. ‘Could it be that 
you’ re special like that traveller? Or... something darker? Maybe you already have within you, 
some toxin similar to the remnants of that sword, and the beast of its origin’. 


No, Chery thought. Rosaria had done her homework. 


‘So you have your proof. And your culprit’. And the sword in Albedo’s hand was lowered to his 
side. “The deal entailed only me. So leave her be’. Chery’s prompt protests were quelled by one 
look from him- but not with a single trace of the iciness their last exchange had held. Only an easy 
smile- easy, but so sad- as though he’d always known. It broke her. 


Rosaria, though, scoffed. ‘I think we all know she’s not gonna stand still and pretty while I kill 
you. Plus’, her gaze turned to Chery, resembling that of a bird of prey, “Someone has to keep her 
from talking about who your executor was’. 


Chery’s blood ran cold at the morbid remark. Albedo made an annoyed sound. ‘If you’re planning 
on going that far, I can’t allow it’. His sword came back up- not the cursed one, but his Favonius 
blade. “You cannot hurt her’. 


Even as he stared down their opponent, he noticed another blade materialise from the corner of 
his eye, and then, she was right beside him. 


Chery turned her focus- a steady emerald green- up to him. “And she can’t hurt you’. 
Trust. Albedo smiled. 
Rosaria already had her staff out and whirling in her hands. And all she said, was: ‘Fine’. 


Chery had not expected her to lunge forward like a spinning top into their midst. Leaving her 
suitcase on the ground, she whipped her blade at Rosaria, whose lengthy polearm managed to 
reach out to both of them at once. 


It had been a while since Chery was in combat. Despite her movements being sloppy, the 
addictive rush of adrenaline coursed through her, defining every scene to high clarity. And her 
coordination with Albedo- not as perfect as it was with Mafu, but almost so- it was still there. She 
hadn’t realised she’d missed it. 


Knocking the sister out was quite the feat. With her Cryo Vision, she conveniently froze over the 
watery ribbons lashed at her, shattering them with a single swipe of her spear. And heck, she was a 
lot taller than the both of them. Fast, too. What exactly was she trying to achieve? Kill them both? 


Whenever their elemental attacks came at her, Rosaria would keep disappearing and materialising 


elsewhere, until she headed right for Chery in a burst of icy shards. And while Chery braced herself 
for the attack, Rosaria charged for her- before vanishing in one swift motion. 


A searing pain shot through her weak right shoulder as the hilt end of Rosaria’ spear drove into it. 
Chery crumpled to the ground with a yelp, but her grip was still stubborn on her own blade. 
Albedo’s sword was at the sister before she could strike further, and as Chery just managed 
another round of her hydro ribbons, a sweep of his hand released his true store of alchemy. 


For a moment, they were not in the middle of a fight, but a burst of theatrical beauty as the air 
around them erupted into explosions of golden solar blossoms. They caught the swirling ribbons, 
sending showers of iridescent droplets and feathers in their wake. 


The lethalness of the whole matter, however, set in by stunning Rosaria, tossing her off the 
ground to quite a distance. 


Albedo got Chery to her feet, but even as they approached their opponent, she was up again. Still 
stupefied, but able enough to do her annoying teleportation thing again. This seriously wouldn’t 
do. She was lunging around, trying again for a blind spot. As if on impulse and the uncertainty of 
whether to really slash and strike Rosaria with her sword, Chery grabbed her suitcase off the 
ground. And as Rosaria made for Albedo in a sudden appearance, she swung the thing straight in 
her face. 


The sister swung around in a full 180 degrees before dropping to the ground. 


She lay there, groaning, her hand going feebly to her spear. Albedo took no chance. Reaching out 
for Chery’s hand, they tore past the scene before anymore trouble ensued. 


And Rosaria- she thought she felt a familiar wetness at her nose as she watched the two of them 
sprint. She didn’t pursue them further; she was sure her plan had worked enough. The slightest 
change in the alchemist’s eyes as they were locked in combat, signalled that the message had gone 
through. All she needed now was a mug of beer- and a good one. She hadn’t expected her work to 
include lethal suitcases. 


Chapter 27 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Under the shade of a derelict shack, the two of them stopped to catch their breath. In the distance 
came the faint rumble of thunder. Chery didn’t think either of them knew what devil had overcome 
them to run so fast, even with Rosaria now seemingly off their tails. Odd. She’d been hell-bent on 
murder, had she not? 


Setting her suitcase down again, Chery looked up at her companion. ‘So she was after you’. 
Albedo’s expression was a mix of apology and bitter matter-of-factness. She didn’t have to ask 
why he hadn’t told her. 


“You said she wouldn’t bother with me’. 


‘I... made a miscalculation’. He explained the entire fiasco of Rosaria confronting him up on 
Dragonspine and now stealing the sword from Aether. Mondstadt’s purveyor of justice who went 
to such lengths; what would she do next? She wouldn’t harm anyone more, would she? 


‘No. And although she approached you, I doubt...’ He trailed off as he replayed the episode of 
his eyes meeting the sister’s in a tight frame between sparking blade strikes. The coolness in her 
gaze- it had not a trace of intent to stain blood. And then, Albedo knew. There was something more 
to her actions. 


‘Still, humans are more prone to mistakes than anything else. One slip, and she could have done 
more damage than she already did’. He glanced pointedly at Chery’s shoulder, which she waved 
off, she was fine. But what about him? Now another person knew of the truth behind him- at least, 
part of it. 


He allowed himself to lean against the wall of the shack behind him, which nearly gave way. 
‘That, I will see to. But don’t worry, this time, I'll make sure no one else is threatened’. And he let 
out a sigh which seemed to speak for a weariness carried for years. ‘I am... tired of hurting others 
by what I do... and what I fail to do’. 


‘But you haven’t hurt anyone’. He glanced up at her. Her smile. ‘And look, I’m alright now’. Why 
do you smile at me like that? “Because you came’. As if I deserve it? 


Rain. It began beating down on the ground, leaving those last words of hers suspended in the air 
now tinged with the oddly sweet smell of moist soil. Fine raindrops trickled in between the two of 
them, filtered through the gaps of the flimsy shack roof. 


‘Oh... looks like Ludi Harpastum’s in for a six’. Chery had turned to face the blurry scenery of 
heavy downpour, extending a hand to catch a few drops. Then, a sudden softness encompassed her, 
and her vision was obstructed. Albedo’s coat was around her, hood drawn up above her head. 


She turned to him, pushing the hood off her eyes. “We’d best find better shelter’, he said with a 
smile. 


‘Oh...’ Her hands went to clench the fabric, before she tore it off of her, much to his dismay. 
‘Let’s both use it!’ They stared at the meagre cloth in her hands- not even the sleeves were long. 
‘S- somehow! So, if we do get drenched out there, we’ll get drenched together’. 


Her face, framed by her dark mane, was like that of a firefly’s glow. It occurred to him that he 
hadn’t seen her like that for a while. He chuckled lightly. This girl. 


‘Alright’. So while she clutched her suitcase to her chest, he draped the coat around them. The 
cool air imparted by the rain bounced off her heated cheeks as they huddled close together, his 
arms going around her to hold up the coat. He was... really warm. And kind of soft. It felt nice. 


“We must look pretty funny, huh?’ she said, to which he replied, ‘And desperate’. She giggled, 
and on three counts, they took off. 


It was, unsurprisingly, a failure. They were sogged within ten seconds of their start. With the 
heavy rainfall and unforeseen attack today, it should have been a bad day. But Chery- she couldn’t 
have felt safer as they broke into a fit of laughs, running in random directions under the barrage of 
rain. 


It gave her enough hope to make a small wish, against everything she had seen and heard these 
days. This moment that seemed too tender to even grasp in her hands- or rather the sweet little 
something that hung in the air- she wished it would last a little longer. 


The rain had at long last ceased, and Albedo, returning the towels they’d used, scanned the area for 
Chery. They’d landed at a fancy-looking inn... which they were not allowed to enter on the ground 
of their dripping selves. Oh yes, what horrors for the staff to mop. So, with the towels they’d been 
lent, they stood outside the inn for a good while, soaked. 


Chery, however, had gone missing. Albedo was sure she’d spotted a stray cat in the distance and 
sprinted after it. But there, by the river, stood a figure in all white and long green sash. 


Oh no. The familiar itch for his drawing tools pricked his fingers as he approached her, damp coat 
in hand. And she- a serene figure curved gracefully over the river, basked silver in the steady 
moonlight. Her hands were at her back, and her hair fell over the side of her face in a chocolate- 
brown sheet. One bare foot arched over the river’s surface, now disturbed into a tide of ripples by 
the lightest touch of her toes. 


As he neared her, she glanced up, up at him- 
Fireworks. 


There was no other word to describe the sensation bursting within him at the first award of her 
gaze. A flaring spark- how about a burning magnesium strip?- that softened into a mellow, even 
glow once they were beside each other. He wondered... did she feel it too? 


“What are you thinking about?’ She was smiling, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
You. 


That was what ran through his mind even as he listened to her talk about how big the moon was 
tonight, asking if he could spot the rabbit in it. 


It’s always you. 


“We should probably get going now, huh?’ she said. It would’ ve been nice to stay a while longer, 
but the uncertainty from the evening’s events was still very much alive. And hey, he hadn’t said 
much so far- 


A shiver- but not necessarily a bad one- ran down her spine as she felt the strands of her hair 
brushed back. His hand, now gloveless, pulling her locks over her shoulder in a gentle caress. 


Was this alright? It wasn’t too expressive, was it? But... what if it was? Did he really have to hold 
back still? So what if he let it take over him for once- that almost dizzying feeling made of the 
lulling moonlight; her voice; the tiniest notion in being able to protect as he’d draped his coat over 
her- 


The moment cracked like a glass. His eyes- they’d been a drowsy blue only a second ago, before 
they suddenly stretched open, and his hand drew back. 


“W- what is it?’ Chery was alarmed by the look on his face. His eyes were fixed on one thing on 
her. And looking down, she realised. 


Her hand came to cover it up- the angry scar on her shoulder, perfectly plain above the collar of 
her dress. But it was done. After all this time, he now knew. 


“Albedo, it’s-’ 
‘I did that’. His coat had dropped from his hands to the ground, where his gaze stayed. 
“You... remember?’ 


Quick flashes and snipped sights and sounds; they rushed through his head. Swords clashing, the 
traveller tossed aside, his name reiterated over howling winds, and... a careless glance by this other 
being who had held his mind and body then, at the girl lying still as a doll in the snow. 


How had he thought for even a fleeting moment, that he could be something other than what he’d 
always meant to be? What a fool he was. 


Chery had never thought his easy composure could crumple so much, so quickly- he was human 
after all. She didn’t think he’d be too happy if she ran to comfort him- not if he now remembered. 
‘It’s- it’s okay. It doesn’t make a difference-’ 


‘J.’ 


She halted her ramble as she watched him struggle to articulate. The star at his neck quivered as 
he swallowed, before he turned his eyes to her again- miraculously steady, but many, many shades 
darker. 


‘Here I was, criticising Rosaria, when I myself did you more harm’. And that scar was a reminder 
of it. For all these months, struggling to adjust to an injury, not mentioning it once as she sat with a 
smile, beside the very person responsible for it. How had she never been afraid? 


‘No! That’s not-’ What should she say? Only her with this mar was better than an entire city? That 
he hadn’t done the real harm? What sort of comfort would that be? ‘It doesn’t matter! I’m only 
glad that you’re here now-’ 


‘But am I supposed to be?’ 
Chery could only stare. 
‘Mona saw my future. It was... empty’. 


‘That’s impossible! Then how are you standing here right now?’ 


‘I don’t know’. Funny. It had become a common phrase by now, one which used to be alien to 
him. He was the genius alchemist to everyone- he would always figure it out, they said. What a 
shock they’d have to learn of the uncertainty seizing his mind now. 


With a sigh, he continued. ‘But I have always thought... I don’t quite fit into the equation of the 
world, do I? I am one of soil and chalk. And even if I may call Klee, Aunt Alice, my family... 
there’s the truth’. 


It hurt to say it. 


He’d once responded to a remark by the traveller the first time they’d met up on the snowy 
mountains. Said with a taste that felt wrong in his mouth, that Albedo was indeed lucky to have the 
things he did now. But he’d already heard it with his own ears- What could you ever call yours, 
you who don’t belong? 


‘They are not, and they never were’. 
It hurt. 
‘I have no ties by blood to anyone in this world. My existence... is mine alone’. 


And left to be controlled by those out of his power at that. The brand of a creator, that was all. 
Why... 


‘Even if I were to be erased from this world... it wouldn’t make a difference, would it?’ 
Why is my existence such a curse? 


These thoughts rang through his head, over the silence that had fallen between the two people 
present at that once calm river bank. 


When would it stop- those horrifying words? Chery could not believe they came from that heart 
of his whose soft thump she’d felt against herself only hours ago. She always managed to utter 
some fine-sounding nonsense, yet she found herself unable to speak over her lumped throat... 
which only worsened the moment he said, 


‘Aether asked me if I would like to accompany him on the rest of his travels, and ve been 
considering it for a while’. 


And it happened. The world around her that had started to go off-kilter the moment Albedo 
unveiled those thoughts of his... it upended completely. 


‘He too, was asked by someone important to him to seek the truth of this world. Besides... it 
would fit me, wouldn’t it? That sort of life, on constant move, not quite anchored to anywhere or 
anyone... What I say now is entirely selfish, but I trust you, and I would like you to know’. 


Trust. Yes, she was always happy to have his trust. So glad. So... 
‘So I would live, beside someone with whom I can identify- find some respite of affinity’. 


Beside... identify... affinity... the words muddled one over the other in her mind, while all else 
fell apart. 


A run under the rain, the closest they’d been with each other, and a wish she’d known wouldn't 
last the moment she’d made it- that time would stay still for her. But the ice underneath her feet 


was too delicate, and she’d stumbled through. And there she stayed, too stunned to stand. 


‘And if there came again the day when there is no turning back for me... at least there he’d be to 
deliver it swift, before-’ 


Albedo felt the air knocked out of him, and the silver plate of a moon seemed to dash across the 
sky as he fell back, ploughed into by one who could stand and listen no more. 


There they were on the dewy grass, he on his elbows, staring at the girl straddled over him, 
commanding his full attention. “How-’ she started, before taking a shaky breath and gripping the 
front of his shirt. 


‘How could you?’ The ambiguous accusation was a direct fling to the face. 


Should she be yelling? She wasn’t sure. But she didn’t think she could hold it in anymore- the 
anger, the sorrow, disappointment, frustration. 


‘Klee- she thinks the world of you! You. Are. Everything to her, and she is to you!’ 


Something struck his heart. He could feel it- the tumble of treasured moments with an innocent 
child, thrust upon him by this girl before him now. 


‘So please stop. Stop torturing yourself like this! Why do you have to, when you’ re already 
involved? I knew there was no going back since the day I met you, and there’s no back for you 
either. You are part of this world, part of its people by all the memories of everything you’ ve ever 
said or done or felt about them! So how could we ever imagine a world without you?’ 


The hold on his shirt only tightened as she continued. And he listened, he watched, bright irises 
opened to the full. 


‘And Aether- don’t you see he’s looking for his own happiness? So what right have we to keep it 
from him? What do you mean he’d be there to deliver anything- how could we put that burden on 
him? 


“‘We’re not him- me, Klee, the Knights, that entire city- we’re not the traveller. But it’s not him or 
us you need the most, it’s yourself! And to all of us, whatever little we know about you is still you. 
It’s still every bit the person we want to protect. 


‘So even if you lose control, or even if you don’t, we’ll still find a way to bring you back. No 
matter how many scars it takes, I’ll-’ she gulped over her welling throat, “No matter what, I'll do it, 
because I don’t ever want to lose you!’ 


A cool night, once again lapsed into silence, broken only by her heavy breaths. And as the fever 
of a dozen emotions fled her wide, wide eyes, they came. Thin, clear streams that fell down her 
pale cheeks- the long scar twisting unnaturally— as her hands let go of him, and instead held her 
face. 


Her sobs, so full of a grief not yet lived, melting through the cracks of her fingers in the form of 
tears falling delicately onto him. They looked like rain. 


Albedo reached up a hand, hoping to wipe them away, before he thought better and let it drop back. 


That night onwards, many things happened as two people came to a number of realisations. 


Klee was fast asleep on the sofa- her Ginormous Dodoco serving as pillow- by the time Albedo 
was back home. He could tell from the prizes sitting on the dining table that she’d won many 
games this time. Good, she was safe. And it looked like the stuff (that is, bombs) they’d worked on 
together for the games were helping in those balloon popping games and the like. 


Then, he thought a lot, switching restlessly from place to place. Sitting at the foot of the sofa with 
his head tilted back; at the counter, hoping to make tea, before abandoning the project; and finally, 
standing before some of Klee’s drawings tacked onto the walls. He recognized one she’d done 
while he’d been unconscious: him and her own family, under the sun which shone on all things 
alike. There were others, too, of Chery, Master Jean (with fire coming out of her mouth), Kaeya... 
those who were not her own blood, yet shared dozens of pages in this child’s story. Her family. Her 
everything. 


And with these thoughts, he glanced at the clock. Perfect. The hour when drunkards would be 
thriving. 


Kaeya did find it intriguing how Rosaria, his drinking buddy, stepped off her seat to join the chief 
alchemist outside, an unusual face at a tavern, especially in the dead of the night. He might as well 
be nosy and wonder what they were on about. He was anyway in a foul mood after Rosaria paid 
the red-head bartender (who was all too happy with the request) not to serve Kaeya any drinks that 
night. Why, she didn’t have to get all sour about a... trivial remark on her bashed-up nose. 


And outside, between the two who had been rivals only a few hours ago, went on an important 
discussion. 


‘That girl hit me with a suitcase’. Rosaria’s face was as solid as a statue despite the peeling 
bandage over her nose. 


Albedo hid the smirk that came at the notion of Chery’s marvellous methods of self-defence. 
‘Still, you would not have killed her’. 


‘Correct’. 


‘And you would not have killed me’. The sister was already pulling out a cigarette, which Albedo 
took as a sign to continue. “You do your work in the night, when witnesses are to a minimum. And 
you would not have been careless enough to let Aether catch sight of you, unless you deliberately 
wanted to be taken note of’. 


‘Hm. Astute as ever’. She let out a satisfying exhale of smoke. ‘It was exhausting playing the 
villain, mind you. But it worked, didn’t it? Are you here to confess?’ 


And indeed, he was. In that secluded part of town where they stood, the purveyor of justice 
listened to her sinner spill out all there was to know of him. And my, was it more than the evidence 
she’d collected. 


The final ashes of her cigarette crippled away as he finished. 


‘But what if I told you, you have nothing more to see to it?’ he said, blue eyes level with 
Rosaria’s. 


‘Finally taking responsibility, are you?’ She shrugged. ‘I’1I still be watching you. But do 
whatever you want- if it’s anything that would keep this city in one piece’. 


He only nodded in acknowledgement of their ever-unusual terms. And then, off he continued, and 
only very few knew of the chief alchemist traversing the city at the very crack of dawn and the 
days to come- going from person to person, place to place- in his endeavours to turn his life upside- 
down. 


He hadn’t realised that he’d given up- or no, hadn’t realised the need to ever begin this effort. 
Well, for what it was worth, he would try again- for that was the art of alchemy, was it not? 


And in the meantime, was Chery, unable to catch even a wink of sleep. 


Sniffing and coughing, she climbed out of bed, sure she’d caught a cold from the rain. Albedo’s 
answer to her inquiry before parting ways- that he’d be okay- obviously did not satisfy her. Not 
after all those worrying things he’d said. She didn’t know what more to say to him, other than to 
call on her if any more trouble came his way. 


On her bedside table were two letters: one from Mafu, with news that they’d probably be back in 
a few days, and the other, still unopened, from Ayaka. 


Snatching the latter up, she slid against her window and read the letter she had half awaited, half 
dreaded, under the weak glow of the moon. And when she was done... she knew things would not 
be the same again. 


My dear friend, 


....J must confess that I have not yet been fortunate enough to feel what you are experiencing 
right now, but after reading your beautiful account of it, I believe it is akin to all the lovely 
things we find in the books we read, the plays we see. And despite my lack of experience, I will 
give you an answer in the form of a haiku by one of our renowned poets. 


The rainbow stands 
As if you are here 
In a moment. 


I do hope this poem will give you some insight and comfort for the moment, for I find myself, 
with many apologies, still in an inadequate position to answer directly. But when the time 
comes... I hope that I will be able to share it with you as you have kindly shared with me now. 


With that, I send you all my best wishes for this wonderful new world you have fallen into, for- 
pardon any negative connotation- fall into it is what they say we do. 


Fall... rainbow... you. 
So it was true. It always had been. 


She rested her head back on the glass panes, shutting her weary eyelids. But behind them was 
colour, bursts of it. Like the vibrant hues decorating the messy palette of an artist- one particular 
artist- and sometimes even himself as he carelessly brought his paint-stained hands to his face. And 
once, with a laugh, she’d brushed them off for him with a handkerchief. 


But they stayed, those lovely shades in all the glory of a rainbow, with every look they shared, 
every smile. Every time. 


She brought the letter to her forehead, her hands mildly crumpling the paper. 


But this was not how she’d expected it to be. In all the years inside a lonely house, wondering 
with every book which spoke of people being tugged at their heartstrings, when this day would 
come for her... she had not thought it would be this way. 


Not when, at the end of that beautiful rainbow... 
‘So I would live, beside someone with whom I can identify’. 


...She was not the one who awaited him. 


And upon these realizations, the two of them acted: she, unusually quiet even at the invitation from 
him and Klee, to accompany them to the games. Those accompaniments weren’t too often, though, 
for she found refuge in the volunteering work. 


And he- Klee announced, jumping up and down with delight, how Albedo promised to come with 
her everyday for the games, after which he’d zoom away to either his lab or to the mountains. He 
was... very, very busy, it seemed. 


Just a few days more till Mafu would be back. Chery knew she was being a real hypocrite, being 
so dependent on her. But only now did she realise what her friend meant when she’d say she didn’t 
want people who did not see her as vulnerable, thinking otherwise. 


And Albedo, on the other hand, had only a few days left until he had to end his project... one 
unlike any other he’d done in the past. 


Only a few days more. 


Noelle looked up from her salad at her lady’s question. With their backs against the church wall 
and spare salad plates in hand, the two of them looked like vagrants on charity during their break 
time. 


“What do you think it means to be special?’ she’d asked. 


‘Er, I'd say to stand out’, Noelle answered. The other girl nodded slowly, as if having expected it. 
She’d only made her way through the olives and cheese shreds on her salad plate. 


She was indeed displaying a few unusual signs these days, Noelle diagnosed. Even some of the 
boisterous pieces she’d play, during which she’d murderer the piano keys or violin strings, were 
outnumbered by mellower ones. She was fine, she’d reply to Noelle’s countless inquiries. Only a 
little tired. 


‘But of course, that’s mostly in my viewpoint in terms of skills’, Noelle quickly added after a 
thought. ‘There’s lots of other ways to be special. Like to someone in particular-’ 


Her own fork stopped short, and she looked up nervously at Chery, bracing herself for another 
good tease. The last time had been about the Honorary Knight and the red rose Noelle had given 


him- and what the flower apparently meant in his home country: romantic love. She still wanted to 
dig a hole and cry at the memory. 


But no such devilish intention seemed to seize Chery. A new light had come to her emerald eyes, 
as if considering some revelation. “That sounds very nice’. Her fork played around the plate in 
languid motions. ‘How do you think it happens?’ 


Gee, her lady was brimming with odd questions today. But Noelle would answer with pleasure. 
‘Hm... how about when you have something that person likes, which others don’t- to put it rather 
crudely, of course’. 


The fork clattered to a noisy stop as Chery made a muffled sound of assent. “I guess you’d be 
lucky to find yourself special to someone else... don’t you think?’ 


Well, Noelle was usually one to believe more in effort and determination than luck and fate. But 
when it came to this topic... “Yes. I suppose it just happens’. 


She heard something of a sigh from her friend, followed by a loud clang! 


‘Ow’. Chery laughed, rubbing the side of her head while Noelle began with her chain of 
apologies. Well, attempting to lean her head on the shoulder of someone who wore armour 24/7 
clearly wasn’t a good idea. 


They took off before the likes of Sister Victoria would shoo them back to work, erecting 
themselves at their respective stations. Chery did more of the passing dishes and setting tables than 
handing out the stuff. 


She told herself she was... okay. There was a lot to think about, but she didn’t have to sort it all at 
once, did she? She just needed a little time. 


‘Oh, ho, ho! We have a most honoured guest here!’ 

At the clamour of voices, she glanced up from smoothening the tables- ah. It was them. 
‘Hi there, Mr. Honorary Knight! What can we get for you?’ 

‘Are you up to an important mission, again? Saving Tevyat all the time must be hard!’ 
Praise, praise and praise. More and more chiming in to greet the grand persona. 


And then came the modest denials from both traveller and his guide: It was nothing, oh you’re too 
kind- but we could use the food! 


They couldn’t see her from where she stood, could they? Good. She didn’t think anyone was 
paying attention to her. How her once busying hands were now at a halt as she was unable to shut 
out the complimentary remarks cluttering the air around her, centring around a single person. 


‘So, think you’re gonna take the Ludi Harpastum prize, this time? But I heard that little girl in 
red’s doing pretty well too’. 


‘Nah, you can do it. You were made the Windblume Star after all, and I gotta tell you, you’ve so 
far taken us folks in Mondstadt by storm!’ 


Never seen anyone like him. There was nothing he couldn’t do. So wonderful. So unique. 


For heaven’s sake, when would they stop? She got the point. She always got the point. It struck 


her at random times, reminding her of her own mundaneness. How plain she was. 


Paimon’s squeaky voice drew nearer, an indecisive mess over dish after dish. They would come 
this way. They would see her, and she would have to go through those civil greetings. But what if 
she let something else slip by chance? Something that would surely shock the traveller and all these 
people who praised him? Lose control of her words, like she had in the past. 


‘Ooh! How about the one at that corner?’ Paimon’s exclamation. 
Out. She had to get out. 


No one noticed, save for the one person she got herself excused from. They didn’t need to heed 
the girl who frantically slipped away from the scene, away from the suffocating comments. Who 
weaved silently through elated crowds while her mind was a noisy jumble. 


What was so special about him anyway? Sure, he was an outlander. He could do amazing things, 
break curses. He did not need the Gods’ approval- a Vision. He already had everyone else’s 
approval, anyway. 


She quickened her pace as she neared the city gates. 


And how kind he was! Always lending a helping hand, winning the hearts of all. How could 
anyone ever think anything bad about him? Why, it would be a sin! 


An anomaly in this world’s order, he is. Those were Albedo’s remarks that had begun since the 
day he came along. Indeed, most fascinating, and an admirable personage. 


The absolute intoxication in his eyes as he gave his thoughts on the traveller. The sudden spark of 
interest when his name suddenly came up in a conversation one fine day. 


Truly yes, he does inspire me, for artwork and experiments alike. 


Such casual remarks. Albedo didn’t have to think much about what to say about him. He already 
knew, didn’t he? 


Just another commonplace nothing- another one of her mother’s heated retorts, said out of the 
spite of the moment and mixing in with the jumble of criticism from visiting friends and family. 
Did they really have to bring it up, add to the angry flames burning in her? Her lack of marvellous 
talent compared to others, her normalcy, her ordinariness. She did not stand out. The heavy 
acknowledgement of all those things- it burned. 


She was out of the city, finally. She broke into a sprint. 


‘How about when you have something that person likes, which others don’t?’ an innocuous answer 
from Noelle. 


And the chief alchemist- he liked interesting things. 


Going out into the world and investigating, turning the unknown into the known. How he loved 
all of it. And the traveller had offered him exactly that! 


Running, faster, faster. She didn’t know where, but she wanted to keep sprinting. As though 
she could run away from all the screaming thoughts in her head. 


Everything was fine before he came. Why? What right had he to just barge in and sweep 


everyone’s faith and attention? 
Sweep his faith? His attention? 
Her breathing was loud in her ears. She didn’t know exactly how far she’d run. 


She hated him. She hated how he was so perfectly amazing and how he could offer things she 
couldn’t and how he was everything she was not and she hated him and hated him- 


She tripped. As a sword came down on a chain, so her thoughts broke as she crashed to the 
ground. 


‘Ouch...’ Her palms were grazed. Stockings mildly torn. Her limbs did not feel like her own as 
she hauled herself onto her knees. And as she did, her eyes adjusted to the simple sweet flower 
before her eyes. 


‘Hey, imagine if there were sweet flowers up here’. 


Aether had said that, hadn’t he? A trivial memory while on a cold, cold mountain. And she’d 
laughed, hadn’t she? Laughed as though he were a very good friend, and a pleasant one at that. 


Because he was. 
I’m looking for my sister. A face of sorrow. I miss her. 
Don’t worry, Chery. We’ll do everything to bring him back! A face of determination and promise. 


Thank you. Gratitude from him as she could only give him a mere letter in exchange for all he’d 
done for her, for Albedo, for everyone. 


And what had she just thought? 
The question was a cold sear at her chest. 


‘I...’ She stared at her grazed palms, and the droplets that rolled onto them, too numb to realise 
the sting. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry’. 


Her forehead fell to her knees as she wept. ‘Why am I so horrible?’ 
But she had run quite far, and there was no one to hear her. 


Ugly- there were plenty who reminded her that she looked the part. And so, for years, she tried to 
be beautiful on the inside, at least. Still, she felt that she’d always known; known how easily that 
illusion- that bright layer of varnish- could give way to something far worse, far uglier. 
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Everything on his mental checklist was accounted for. No loose ends. These few days- though 
tiring- had been wildly productive. Everything would fall into place tonight... hopefully. 


Among the few people he’d made visits to was Mona, in the early morning right after the 
confession to Rosaria. Though she was up through the ever-reliable magic of coffee, completing 
her astrology column, she complained of how he’d arrived before the morning star waned. 


However, all her grumpiness was lost to his odd requests- for a very big and disorganised bunch 
of documents on her findings so far about the truth of this world. 


“Y- you seriously don’t hope to crack the code so soon, do you?’ she asked, baffled. 


‘No, certainly not. That is well out of my reach’. He was already tying bundles of papers. “But if I 
work at an accelerated pace of 50 papers per day with an average of 20 hours at hand, I may be 
able to finish collating the data in approximately 9 days- which is my target’. 


Mona stared at the ceiling, hand at chin, before nodding with a comprehension only such 
intellectuals could achieve so quickly. “But... whatever are you planning?’ 


Albedo stopped on his way to the door, turning back with the most... human smile Mona had 
ever seen on him. “Would you hit me with a sketchbook again if I said I am planning to alter fate a 
little?’ 


She made a flabbergasted noise, storming up to the door, starting with Now, listen here, mister! 
But he shut her up with a ‘Thank you for everything, Mona’, and left. 


Mona sighed. As she retreated to her column (which she would soon have to abandon for sweet 
sleep), she thought of how he had changed. Not necessarily on the surface, no. She, the genius 
astrologer, could easily see the outline of everyone’s hearts, more keenly the fuller it was with 
passion and emotion. And although she had assumed, when she had first met him, that he had to 
have no heart at all, she didn’t think she’d seen a heart burn brighter than his did right now. 


Klee took his announcement surprisingly well... perhaps because, in her little elf ears, the more 
dire part of it was drowned out by his promise to accompany her to the games every single day. He 
would stay until the end of the festival- make sure she had a good time first. And by the 14th day 
of the festival, just yesterday, she’d managed to break the tie with Aether in the games. 


She’d run all over the place, nearly tossing her bombs in celebration of her victory, while the 
organisers chased her down to get her to choose a maiden to throw the Harpastum. She was happy. 
A lot of people seemed to be these days, especially Timaeus and Sucrose after getting an ‘Excellent 
work’ from Albedo for a joint project. 


It was a good way to leave things here in Mondstadt. But his work wasn’t over just yet. 


To the traveller, he’d returned the sword of Durin. It had so far proved useful in his travels, after 
all. In addition, 


‘Wooow!’ Aether and Paimon chorused, flipping through the pages of the bound book Albedo 
handed over. A complete collection of all sketches and paintings he’d done of them, as well as 
several landmarks of their adventures together. 


‘In commemoration of your time in Mondstadt, so that you have solid proof of the memories 
you’ ve made, even when your mind can no longer retain all of it’. 


This was spectacular, agreed both the traveller and his guide. But... why did this feel like a 
permanent goodbye gift? Was he really not going to return? 


‘Oh, no. The whole affair is by no means permanent... at least, that is what I hope’. He appeared 
almost a tad uncomfortable as he fell into an idle, pensive expression. 


“Well, I'll be out too, in a few days. Finally heading to Inazuma’, Aether interjected. “But if 
there’s any... you know, trouble of that sort for you... just let me know- somehow’. 


Albedo stared at him for a moment. He wondered how many others he had had to make this 
promise to. 


He’s looking for his own happiness. 


The alchemist only nodded. ‘I hope you know the same goes for you’. Open arms for an outsider- 
just like Kaeya had said about him too. 


And then, with Master Jean, he had a peaceful discussion regarding caretaking Klee and so on... 
after which, turning to leave, he stopped at the door. He decided. 


‘Jean, there is something you should know’. 


She nodded dutifully, and in moments, was poured with the information he’d given Sister Rosaria. 
He watched as with every revelation, her brows rose further, and her lips parted; and he knew it 
was much better than the solid smile she’d taken as he’d given his false reassurances once upon a 
time. She did not say much except for the occasional question, during which her voice wavered 
almost undetectably. 


‘lve deceived you- all of you- long enough’, he said at the close of his confessions. ‘And I 
understand if I must step down from my position- or the Knights altogether-’ 


‘No!’ Jean herself looked startled by her sudden vehemence, before she composed herself. “There 
is much to consider further. And I understand, fully, the depth of everything you have just told 
me... and of your presence here’. 


Here it was. He felt almost relieved that the time for this had come. 


‘But if... exiling you, or abandoning you was the solution I opted for’, in her eyes was the 
tenderness of the Dandelion Knight, ‘What sort of an Acting Grandmaster would I be?’ 


And when she smiled, she was not only the infamous head of the Knights, but Jean, a friend to 
everyone in the city. ‘I’m aware of the confidence it must have cost you to tell me this. So, all I ask 
is that- for you, and for everyone- just let us know’. An exact echo of the traveller. ‘We, the 
Knights of Favonius, have sworn to protect everyone in this city. And that includes you too, 
Albedo’. 


His hands curled and uncurled in his lap. And though he despaired that it was all he could think 
of, he hoped, for once, his feelings were unhidden as he said “Thank you, Jean’. 


Next, over to Lisa, not only for her help in finishing up collecting his bundles of data... but for 
someone in particular. 


“You don’t have to worry about that. It’s become a habit of mine to look after my little pet, and 
I'll take care of her plenty’, Lisa assured, painted nails lightly dancing along the token he’d 
entrusted to her. ‘But you’ ll tell her, won’t you?’ Her twinkling green irises fell on the vase in 
Albedo’s hands, the one he’d removed from the windowsill of his workshop. 


His focus dropped to the ground for a moment. Yes, she was the last person he had to inform. The 
last person to... say goodbye to. He dreaded it. He’d even considered a letter instead, but what sort 
of cowardly act was that? 


“Yes, of course’. 


As Lisa watched him slip out of the library, her mind went back idly to the last bet she’d made 
with Kaeya about finally getting that room upstairs for her workshop. She’d lost, of course- there 
was no budging that batty old Hertha. But he’d had the audacity to place a brand new bet. This one, 
however- 


‘T refuse’, she’d said plainly. 
Why ? The Cavalry Captain could not help prodding. Was Lisa afraid she’d lose this one, too? 


‘A woman’s feelings can’t be measured in terms of some trivial bet. Or anyone’s, for that 
matter’. 


And now, back in the present, she flipped the cover of the little book of poetry she’d been 
entrusted- Albedo had said she needn’t be too wary of its contents, after all. The corner of her lips 
curved at the new message scrawled in lovely handwriting, below an old birthday wish and a big 
fat smiley face (which she recognized from the tokens she herself had received from her little 
assistant). 


Ah yes, time did fly with each page her hands brushed over every day that passed, and she knew 
that for all her genius, she could not ever stop it. But if time was what the people around her 
needed to realize what truly put a smile on their faces... then she supposed she need not mind it too 
much after all. 


He could not help but wonder every time he entered the cavern, basked from head to toe in its 
signature eerie scarlet, whether he looked like he was part of it too. One miraculous being beside 
another; one of the many pieces in the puzzle of his story that stretched for centuries... and which 
he still had much more to learn about. 


He was not quite certain why, among the different people and places he visited as part of his 
preparations, that he felt the need to return to this core of chaos. The bright blue of his eyes was the 
only colour that cut through the red reflection of himself on the surface of the beating heart. A blue 
that, in the split seconds between one beat to the next, flashed crimson. But Albedo knew now that 
that was not himself he saw. 


It’s just you and me. 


The voice was in his ears and all around him at the same time. And the light flutter of his blond 
locks off his shoulders was certainly much more than just the whisper of the Dragonspine winds. 


So, what will you do about it? 


Albedo watched his reflection in silence. Watched as, while the brows over his teal eyes 
furrowed, the rest of his face, separated by one of the thick veins of the heart, contorted into a 
sneer. 


What would he do? What lay ahead...? He thought he saw the answer in the easy summery smile 
of a boy with the aura of the stars; and in the touch as soft and sweet as spring of a girl with dark, 
dark hair. Albedo had come to realize what he’d found so fascinating about her eyes. 


‘T love this world’. 


To shine as brilliantly as the traveller... and to be in love with life as she was. He thought he’d 
like that very much. 


And so he did not give a reply to the question posed to him- at least, not yet. Not while the days 
that awaited him were still uncertain. But for now, on the very last day of the festival, he trekked 
the streets, on his way for one final task. 


He ran into Noelle, done with her volunteering work and making haste to be in time for the grand 
finale of Ludi Harpastum. Ah, then Chery would also be around. He doubted, though, after 
everything she’d told him of her past, that she was an active part of the crowds gathered in the 
Plaza, waiting for tradition to take place. 


-She was, in fact, at the very edge of the throngs of people milling about, more mixed with 
the adults than children. Well, she’d be one soon enough, anyway. Noelle had been with her until 
then, when the maid- for all her solemnity- had sparked like a firecracker in her excitement to 
perhaps catch the Harpastum this year. It was one of those far and few moments when Chery was 
reminded that Noelle was still very much a child. 


And so Chery had insisted on staying behind. Mafu wasn’t here this time to hold her hand, but it 
was alright. Her shoulders still tensed whenever a voice would pass her ears, and she wasn’t yet 
sure if she wanted to watch the Harpastum come down, but she knew that by now, she’d come a 
long way. 


Anyway, she thought it best to be alone for a while, sort out the things within her which could be 
described as nothing other than tumultuous in the past few days. 


-The festival was at dusk, this time. And the sky was an explosion of early twilight behind the 
platform the maiden would climb onto with the Harpastum. Klee had first asked Chery to be the 
maiden, which she’d kindly declined. Of course, the pressure of standing in front of so many 
people would’ ve had her pass out. 


As Albedo eyed the area for her- and that tell-tale ribbon in her hair- his thoughts went more than 
usual to the people around him. Humans- they aspired for the miraculous, but right now, right here, 
were random citizens, all living in a single moment, and waiting for another. And for many, that 
one moment was everything to them when they had someone’s hand to hold- a child, a friend, or a 
lover. 


They were... so content. He, Albedo, one who had travelled far and wide, who knew of various 
truths of this world which these people didn’t... he admired them. 


-Why did it hurt her so much? Why did she care? He was not like Mafu, a lifetime friend. He 
was not family. He could even be another someone who she happened to meet, only to break off 


contact like nothing ever happened. 


But that was exactly what she dreaded. That feeling of things crumbling- she’d feared it so much. 
And every hopeful moment that arose in between- she’d hoped it would last for an eternity. She 
wished she could get rid of her feelings, if it meant going back to the easy way things once were. It 
was simply that she... after everything, didn’t want it to end. Didn’t want them to end. Because, to 
her... 


-And perhaps... he could be like that too, one day? Living the moment of the ordinary. Not the 
great alchemist, not the Chalk Prince. Just him. Waiting for something every other person did. 


He liked interesting things. He liked the extraordinary. But, if she preferred quieter days in this 
city open to all, finding wonder in watching something so common as an age-old tradition... he’d 
make sure he was part of those days. For didn’t caring for someone mean you’d run all the way for 
them, and stay for them too? There was no doubt to it- for he knew, with every passing moment 
together, that she- that you... 


You’re more than just another someone in the crowd. 

Then, he reached her, and she turned to see him. 

‘Hey’. A simple greeting, a smile. But they held true. ‘Klee isn’t with you?’ 
‘No, not for now’, he replied. ‘I... wanted to see you, actually’. 


Her eyes widened an iota at that, before she smiled. ‘So, I’m here’. He had something important 
to say to her, but they could first watch the game. 


‘Oh, don’t worry. I don’t mind if we don’t’. 


Off at a balcony overlooking the wide expanse of lake on which Mondstadt sat; where, at this 
time, people had left for greater excitements. As they made their way there, Chery found she was 
glad to be away from the Harpastum after all. She also noticed how, despite his fatigued eyes, 
Albedo seemed more... driven. Steadier, you could say, than when she’d seen him rambling 
outside that inn. Perhaps he had found a solution to his troubles...? She hoped it was so. 


‘So?’ she said, forearms resting on the wall. 


So... he had so much to say to her- things he wasn’t even sure how to go on about. But they had 
to wait. He had to wait, just a little longer. 


He swallowed. ‘I'll be leaving again, on an expedition, you could call it’. 
Hm? What was so unusual about that? 
‘But I’m not sure when I’Il be back. It could be... quite some time, in fact’. 


She stared, realization slowly colouring her face. ‘Oh...’ She glanced back at the wall. In the 
distance arose a wave of cheers, probably signalling the maiden climbing up the stage for the 
finale. ‘All by yourself? Are you sure you’ll be alright?’ 


Yes, but she need not worry. He’d already made arrangements for Klee, too. 
‘So you won’t be here for some time’. 


His chest tightened at her downcast expression. These few days, he’d been almost inhuman, 


working nonstop to gather everything he had found so far on his final assignment. But now, 
slowing down to reality, he was reminded of the madness of it all. 


Reminded of the minor intermissions from his work when he’d find his hands quivering... 
trembling at none other than the prospect of seeing her again. Her. Master. The one person he’d 
always thought he could call his own in the world. Who was his only world for such a long time. 


Since that day he’d found her gone when he opened his eyes in the morning, gone like how she’d 
always threatened to do, he’d known that he had to finish his task, some way or the other. Finish it. 
Make her come back. Make her... proud. Just one look was enough. 


And yet here he was, going back in search of her, asking for more. Would she even be there, still? 
What would her response be? The question hadn’t changed since the day he’d carried a meagre 
cecelia to her. That feeling- 


He was scared. He was scared. 
‘Albedo?’ 


He blinked to the sight of the girl before him, framed against a backdrop of dusk over the lake. 
Another someone he had nearly lost, and because of his own hands. Where... where had all that 
hard resolve in him gone? Why did he now feel like doing nothing, nothing else but... 


A small gasp escaped her lips as she felt the weight of his head dropping gently onto her shoulder. 
Behind him was the view of miniature arms thrown in the air, waiting for a Harpastum to drop. But 
her focus was on him and only him. 


On the feeling of him so close to her. The soft ruffles of his hair brushing against her skin. And... 


Her eyes worked by themselves, widening to the highest as something warm and wet nipped her 
shoulder, where his face was dumped. It happened again, and again. 


And then came the sob. He was- he was... 


They were such choked noises- soft and muffled, as if afraid that it would never come to him: 
comfort. But she would make sure it was there. His tears increased as her hands came up to him, 
around him. Stroking his hair carefully, carefully, as though he were a most fragile thing. Then, she 
found herself biting back her own tears as she felt an arm around her waist, slowly and tentatively, 
pulling her closer. 


Behind them, so in contrast to the moment shared only by the two of them, was the eruption of 
yells and laughs. 


Why are you crying? Are you in pain? But... you’re always in pain, aren’t you?It was a pain she 
couldn’t hope to understand; one hidden so well under those shy smiles. 


He was... so tired; feeling so many things at once. Feeling, for the first time, what it was like to 
cry. All those times he’d known it was there- that well of emotion at his throat- he’d pushed it 
down. Hadn’t known what to do with it. And now, finally sensing it- that warmth he’d been so 
afraid of, but yearned for; the feeling of someone he’d wanted so badly in his arms — he found that 
he couldn’t stop. 


Decide who you are and what you want- the words of a sister. Albedo had heard of people who 
sought the City of Freedom for answers to those exact questions. And was that why Master had 
sent him here? After all the universe’s knowledge poured at his feet, was this her final gift...? Or 


was he being too hopeful when he thought perhaps that was the true reason she had left him? 


At the sound of joyous cheers, Albedo pulled himself back. ‘I...’ he sniffed, hand coming up to 
cover his face, ‘I’m sorry you have to- see me like this’. 


‘Silly boy’, she said, tone light. “You’re the one who told me not to feel sorry for how I feel’. 
And indeed, she did not. I’m not sorry that I can’t seem to stop caring about you. 


He stumbled for words- none came to him. Instead, were her hands, placing themselves on his wet 
cheeks. 


That was enough thinking about only herself, being so absorbed in her own head. 


She knew he’d been offered a choice, a choice to live the life he wanted. To freedom. With 
someone he enjoyed being with. And if that takes away your pain... then that’s all I want for you. 


‘It’s okay to feel sad, remember?’ She caught the droplets falling over her hands as his beautiful 
blue eyes stayed captivated by her. ‘As long as you know that there’s someone- just one person 
even, who loves you...’ 


She rose on her toes, and softly- ever so softly- pressed her lips against his forehead. *... You 
know you'll be alright’. 


She was smiling- a little sadly, maybe- before holding him again. And he cried, letting all that had 
ever pierced his heart melt away with the tears. 


So, this is what I am. Scared, lonely, vulnerable. Still the little boy crouched on the snow, wishing 
his master had looked at the flower he had wanted her to have. Still a child, now with that mild 
caress, that soft glow of a caring voice reaching him, carrying the simplest words he could ever 
hear. You’ll be alright. 


And Chery... she decided. If he needed her, she would be there for him. Always. 


And even though I might not be the brightest star in your sky, I'll do everything I can to make your 
life as colourful as you did mine. 


Chapter End Notes 


:D 


soo that is that of the 'Summer' chapter. I might take a little longer than 2 weeks to 
post the next chapter since aarvfjh exams but it depends. And if so I promise to post a 
bit of a filler episode I've had in the drafts for some time. But on the other hand, I 
finally managed to do a proper artwork of Chery yayy. Yes, me. I am NOT an artist 
and I've only recently started to even give it a shot, so I won't be surprised if you think 
it's wonky or... just plain ugly lol. Still, I hope you get a better picture of her- you can 
find it at the end of the 2nd chapter. And dw! I will be completing this fic soon!! 


Chapter 29 


Chapter Summary 


here we are with that filler episode I promised 


In the chronological order of the story, this should be somewhere towards the end of 
the Ist year, and it's the whole "that one time someone broke into Jean's office" part 
that was mentioned in one of the recent chapters. 


this is probably one of my first attempts at proper mystery stuff, and it's basically KOF 
shenanigans too 'cuz these guys are hilarious and I love them. 


anyway KOF Armed Detective Agency arc let's goooo 


It was the fifth consecutive time that the librarian yawned within the span of six minutes. Even 
her assistant, who was occupied at the desk next to her, had already caught the contagious 
yawning. Her eyeballs burned in their sockets from skimming through and rearranging stacks of 
old, battered official letters stored in the library, so she'd abandoned them for some personal work. 


Just then, Fischl approached them with her loyal night raven and a fat book clasped in one hand. 
With a slight tilt of her head, she looked at them a little pityingly. 


‘How dull... would thous not rejoice at the esteemed presence of a true monarch before thine 
eyes?’ 


As much as she enjoyed their little book reading sessions together, Chery thought it unwise to 
burst her bubble on that last part about rejoicing right now- she'd just barely gotten Fischl to make 
up with her after that little fall out sometime back. 


They were, however, saved from answering by the creaky swing of the library door. And what 
was more was that it brought in a debonair-looking guy a little more charmingly dressed than the 
average Mondstadtian. The librarian and her assistant’s heads both swivelled smoothly to follow 
the handsome visitor, like two identical owls. 


Fischl did not see the need to suppress a massive eye roll. These two have no shame! 


‘Not even that interesting little cutie is coming to pay us a visit’. Lisa pouted, having checked out 
Fischl’s book. ‘Our brand new Honorary Knight’. 


‘I think he’s out with Klee for the day, actually’, Chery said. 


In fact, most of the officers were out on various tasks... probably on another futile attempt to 
finally clear up the Knights’ perennial backlog of work. 


‘Ah... sounds like they’re having fun’. Lisa cast glazed over eyes at her assistant as she pulled out 
that quaint little pocket watch from under her jacket. “And looks like you will, too’. 


Chery stared, before breaking into a chuckle. ‘Not really. I thought I’d pay those guys a visit now 
that it’s break time’. She was referring to the populace cooped up on one of the upper floors. 


“Would you like to join, Lisa?’ 


The librarian, in the meantime, wiggled her slender gloved fingers, which gave off minute purple 
sparks. ‘Oh no, I'll be right here, sweetie’. The sparks warped into delicate rose petals of the same 
hue which fluttered down onto the desk. ‘Just waiting for something interesting to happen’. 


Sitting at a window on the top floor, she looked out at the light drizzle that had begun to come 
down only a short while ago. The sky had started to become gloomier these past few days, anyway. 
It would soon be her first winter here with the Knights. 


The quill in her hand was in unconsciously iterated taps against the bunch of papers in front of 
her, which of course, resulted in explosions of ink all over them. 


She was still occupied by the little project she'd begun in the library, her mind sauntering to a 
thousand possibilities (even those as irrelevant as grilled cheese) as to the perfect next line of her 
verse in progress. 


She'd gotten the idea as she'd passed by one of Mondstadt's taverns last week, where a special 
autumn performance took place, and bards spewed out both music and poetry. It would be the 
perfect gift for someone special... that was, if she ever got to completing the thing on time. 


‘...And you scold me saying I don’t pay attention’. 
With a brief blink of her eyes, Chery found herself staring at Albedo’s amused face. 


‘S- sorry. You were talking about Klee, weren’t you?’ She averted her eyes, before nearly 
jumping out of her seat at the inky murder painted all over her hand and papers. To the faucet it 
was. 


‘Ah, yes, about her tendency when she was younger to... seek to consume those things she found 
fluffy’. 


Chery laughed. “Hope Razor’s hair was spared, then’. 

Albedo, who’d just finished packing his satchel, was mute for a moment. ‘Mine wasn’t’. 
And she cackled at that. 

‘lll be heading out, then’, said Albedo, slinging on his satchel. 


‘Me too’. Sucrose hadn’t returned yet from her whopperflower hunt, but it was time Chery got 
back to the library for one last shift for the day- 


‘Hm, what’s this?’ 


Still flicking her wet hands, she turned to see Albedo stooping down to gather a slip of writing 
paper off the floor... one that was already spattered with ink blotches. 


“Oh, a verse’. 
A verse... HER POEM- or one of the many sappy drafts she’d made of it. 


She bolted over to where he was, hand outstretched. ‘Ah- just a silly thing. P'Il get it-’ 


His focus stayed fixed on the paper as he swerved around and away from her reach. What the- 


‘Hey!’ With a disgruntled noise, she tried again for it even as he twirled gracefully out of her path 
until he raised it up above his head. “What is up with you today?’ 


And she could tell from the light smile on his lips that he was enjoying this. Oh, how the rest of 
the world was oblivious to what a nuisance the calm and collected chief alchemist could be. 
Gentleman my ass. 


‘Oh... this is quite lovely-’ he faltered when he felt a hand steady itself on his shoulder. 


“You think you’re so tall? Well, lucky for you’, Chery rose en pointe, finally able to reach for the 
paper with her other hand, ‘I’m a danc-’ 


But certainly, neither of them had foreseen the tumble they would go for as he arched back at the 
sudden weight on his shoulder. 


She thought she heard the rattle of a flask on the counter which Albedo crashed into (she bet, 
painfully at the spine). And to see there was indeed a vessel with some bubbling green fluid 
sloshing inside, now precariously dancing at the edge of the counter. 


‘Aha!’ 


Chery didn’t quite take into account the strained noise coming from him as she reached all the 
way behind him to steady the vessel before some colossal explosion possibly took place. 


‘I saved your flask- ah’. 


It was only when she retracted her hand that she realized just how close in proximity she was to 
Albedo, who was still pretty much squashed against the counter. Her hand was still at his shoulder 
while his almost hovered at her waist. 


*,.. Thank you. And um, here is your poem’. 


She saw the stupid thing offered to her from the corner of her eyes, but like him, she did not dare 
tear her gaze away from his. 


‘Thanks’. 


A shiver ran along her at the light brush of his gloves against the bare skin showing through the 
criss-crossed slit down the back of her dress. She wondered... why his hand still stayed there. 


But even that became only a diminished concern beneath the thought that- man, his eyes sure 
were dazzling. Now, being this up close, she thought she could spot a little dotted pattern in them, 
almost like the design on an alchemy table. And contrasted against the pink flush of his cheeks was 
that lovely, light, teal hue you could almost drown in... 


The workshop door creaked open, and even before they turned their heads to the visitor, the 
nervous shuffle of feet announced the arrival of Sucrose with her hands full with a crate packed to 
the brim with one too many whopperflower nectar vials. 


‘lm back, Mr. Alb-’ her already subdued voice cinched with a squeak as she joined the nerve- 
wracking silence that had fallen in the lab. And the quietude was finally shattered by the vials that 
spilled out of the crate’s sides and onto the floor. 


Having torn herself away from the alchemist, Chery didn’t need to imagine how awkward the 
scene upon entrance appeared to Sucrose, who was already an apologizing mess, frantically 
attempting to gather her toppled items. 


‘T’msorryl’msorryl'msorry!’ She collected a few vials only for them to roll down again in her 
haste, and the other two in the room were just about to come to her aid, when she managed to 
gather them all up, and with a slam of the door, scrammed. 


Chery stared dumbly at the door, before she herself decided to scramble off with a quick ‘I’m 
sorry- too- bye!’ 


And with the rest of her papers stuffed in her bag, she was on the verge of sprinting out even as 
Albedo started to say something. 


She was stopped in place by the sound of yells from outside the lab, and both the librarian’s 
assistant and the chief alchemist froze at the shrill scream that ensued... of a voice all too familiar 
to them. 


One more look at each other, and they were out the door in no time, racing down the corridor to 
where the scream had originated. As they did, Chery nearly went for another tumble, her satin 
shoes having slipped on something not quite apparent to the eye. That was odd. This part of the 
building was well carpeted, unlike the slippery polished floors downstairs. 


Anyhow, another turn of the hallway had them meet once again with the girl with her telltale 
mint-green rat tail and alchemist’s uniform. They rushed to her side, relieved to see her upright, 
despite being on her knees on the floor. 


“Your glasses!’ Chery immediately retrieved the round spectacles that had fallen to the ground 
along with the girl. 


‘Sucrose, are you hurt?’ Albedo’s brows furrowed as he knelt beside her. 


‘N- no’, Sucrose’s voice was groggy, but she immediately regained her bearings when she 
gratefully accepted her glasses. ‘B- but somebody ran into me, really hard-’ 


‘Quick! To Master Jean’s office!’ 


The three of them cast perplexed glances at the few Knights who bolted past them and all the way 
downstairs. Two of them stopped to check on Sucrose when they realized the scream had come 
from her. 


“What happened?’ Chery inquired from them. 
‘An intruder!’ one officer barked in response. ‘Downstairs!’ 


In the Knights? Chery thought, and she could tell from the way Albedo shook his head that he 
too, was baffled. 


Sucrose, in the meantime, was interrogated by the others who had come in inquiry to the cry of 
the Knights' harmless sweetie... as Lisa put it. And she could only give stammered sentences, 
curling into herself almost like a frightened creature. Chery didn’t blame her- she knew the 
choking stress of a dozen eyes on oneself all too well. 


‘Hey, let’s leave her be for a while. She’s still in shock’, Chery said in a gentle attempt to pry 
away the unnecessary attention from Sucrose... which then turned to her. For sure, not all Knights 


had heard the librarian’s quiet little assistant speak up in public. She promptly wished she could 
dive into a hole along with Sucrose. 


And Albedo, knowing the two introverted girls well enough, shooed the Knights away with a 
polite word or two, who had anyway planned on joining the investigation downstairs. 


Sucrose’s two friends got her up, along with her dozen vials of nectar once again out of their 
measly crate. Even as she helped out, Chery’s gaze went to the window nearest to them- to the 
clear drops of rain that now pattered wildly on the glass with the wailing wind. Amidst the recent 
turn of events, she hadn’t realized how hard it had begun to rain. Yet the question still remained, 


What could have happened here? 


Whispers, the most salient characteristic of gossip- that was what rattled the scarce populace of the 
Knights’ headquarters at that particular time of evening. An attempt at the Acting Grandmaster’s 
life! or so went the common rumour of the evening’s happenings. 


Amidst them, Chery too, gave in to pure curiosity as she stood on her tiptoes, trying in vain to get 
a view over the heads packed in the narrow doorway, of the gaping hole in the window of Jean’s 
office. 


“Well, this will be interesting’. 


Chery’s head swivelled to the tall figure right next to her, already knowing what to expect at the 
sound of his smooth-as-ever voice. 


‘Any other helpful thoughts on this disaster, Sir Kaeya?’ she asked, and he turned his cool gaze to 
her with a smile. Oh, that got her weak in the knees. 


‘Hmm... not quite. You see, a few incidents like this came in the way of our Grandmaster 
Varka... although they were mostly in corners of the taverns I would accompany him to’. 


Ah yes, the original Grandmaster who was away on an expedition for Gods knew how long. He 
was an old acquaintance of Chery’s father, she knew, as the duke had even referred to him as a 
“good fellow”. Interestingly enough, sharing a large pan pizza together and then proceeding to go 
on a drunken spree counted as fond experiences with a good fellow to Papa. 


‘Jean, though’, Kaeya now said, tone hardening to that of the reliable right-hand man to the 
Dandelion Knight, ‘I doubt there’s a single person in this city on even her grey side. Although-’ 


And his one visible eye shifted to the inside of the office, where the contents atop and within the 
Grandmaster’s table lay in total disarray. Jean herself was standing next to the sea of tiny glittering 
window shards on the floor, unharmed, and conversing in a grave tone with Lisa. No one else 
except the Captains were allowed inside for the time being. 


*...It wasn’t Jean they went after, was it?’ Chery suggested, and back came another smile from 
the Cavalry Captain, somehow appearing more satisfied this time. 


‘Good to know you’re sharper than most of the blockheads gathered here’. 
Chery could not hold back a snort at that. 


SLAM! 


The people gathered in the corridor turned their heads to the sound of the entranceway doors 
being thrown open with brute force, accompanied by howling gusts of cold wind. And indeed, it 
announced the arrival of the frostiest persona of the Knights of Favonius. 


“Where is he?’ she demanded, and the harsh clack of her heels against the floor reminded Chery 
once again of why she had had her reservations about even greeting this woman in the few 
instances they’d met before Chery had joined the Knights. 


‘Eula, calm down’, came the chirpy voice of none other than their one and only Outrider. “The 
guards said he’d gotten away, remember?’ Amber was practically scuttling next to Eula in her 
efforts to keep up with her broad strides, and swinging in one of her hands was what seemed like a 
very drenched and stinky boar, fresh from the hunting grounds. 


Eula came to a graceful halt before Kaeya, just as Jean and Lisa also poked their heads out of the 
office room. ‘I cannot believe you let an intruder successfully infiltrate the very governing body of 
this city- and just when I’m out’. 


The Cavalry Captain in turn, curved an eyebrow. ‘Is this another reason for vengeance, Miss 
Lawrence?’ 


‘Hmph. Only if my dormitory has been touched’. 


A hand at her hip, and a regal expression- that was the same stance she’d taken that time Chery 
first had a proper conversation with her. It had been a day as showery as this, when Chery- after an 
errand- had to return to the Knights in the heavy downpour. 


She’d waited it out for a while under the cover of the Plaza, though she was already drenched. 
Her head hurt, too. She was sure to get an earful from Papa if she caught a cold. So since no one 
seemed to be around, she pulled off her hair ribbons, letting her dripping locks tumble around her. 


And she hated the old rush of relief that filled her chest at it- the protective cover that shielded her 
face. 


With a sigh, she watched the raging rain, when she sneezed. 
“You’re going to need some hot tea if you want to get rid of that’. 
Chery turned to her right to see the Captain of the Reconnaissance company. Eula Lawrence. 


Then, with a start, she remembered that her hair was let wildly loose- terribly unfitting for a 
noble, especially in front of another noble. 


‘Don’t bother. You’ll make your cold worse if you do’, Eula interjected when the other girl began 
pulling up her hair. 


So Chery let her hands fall to her sides, hoping at least her posture made her look dignified while 
all else suggested that she was more like a stray kitten out in the rain. 


The Lawrences and the Chastains. Both of the old aristocracy who'd met their decline- the former 
in their good name, the latter in their wealth. 


“You’re one of Madame Natalia's students, aren’t you?’ Eula continued. ‘She's told me about you. 
And I hear you’re from Fontaine. Didn’t you ever consider joining the Dance Academy?’ 


‘I- I did. But they didn’t-’ 


They didn’t want me. 


Behind her brown locks, where Eula could not see, the tips of her fingers went to the familiar mar 
of skin. 


Even after their move away from Fontaine, her parents had been willing to make some 
arrangements to keep her back if it meant being enrolled at the Academy. But that was before 
everything changed. And soon, to those who aimed for and expected perfection, she was only an 
injured swan. 


I will not have a child like that on our stage. 
Damaged goods. 


‘But... we had to move to Mondstadt’, Chery answered, looking Eula in the eye for the very first 
time. 


Eula’s face said that she knew there was more behind that reply, but she let it be. “Well anyhow, I 
have to say, you’re a strange one’. Though her tone didn’t convey any unkindness, Chery’s 
shoulders still shot up a little in alarm. “We’ve seen each other at the Annual Galas a few times, 
too. Yet you haven’t said more than two words to me at the Knights. Not very polite given our 
lineages, is it?’ 


Chery’s grip on the hem of her dress tightened at the accounts of her cowardice. “Well... neither 
have you’. 


The two of them stared at each other for a while, even as Eula’s multicoloured irises widened. 
“You accuse me-’ And with a flabbergasted noise, she threw her glance aside, planting a hand at 
her hip. ‘ll remember this’. Then, she held out her palm under the thinning rain. 


‘The storm is dying away- good riddance. [’ll leave some of my valberry tea bags at the library, 
so make sure you pick them up’. 


Chery was just about to protest that Lisa would have plenty of tea bags, but Eula was already off. 
A poised figure of blues and blacks cutting through the drizzle... but perhaps not as cold as Chery 
had once thought. 


‘I think you all should know that the culprit didn’t break into Jean’s office’, said the Favonius 
librarian more as a by the way fact rather than a useful piece of information in this dire situation. 
They'd already run a round of everyone's alibi for the evening, and were now down to business. 


The whole company- a total of 11 officers, excluding the two guards at the door- was assembled 
in a small ring in that hallway. They looked at Lisa curiously, as if waiting for her to finish the last 
page of a storybook. 


There came a murmur of assent from Kaeya. 'Hm, most of the window shards- especially the 
bigger ones- lie outside the building, and not inside the office’. 


Amber- who had tossed her boar corpse outside on seeing the others hold their noses- let out a 
gasp. 'The guards said no one suspicious entered before Eula and I did too- which means the culprit 
came in from somewhere else in the building!’ 


That seemed to strike another chord of alarm around the corridor. Two of the rookie Knights 


offered to go check the rest of the windows around the building. Chery heard Jean mumble that 
they had better keep things about the intruder under a hush from the citizens- what a commotion it 
would cause if they knew their very protectors had been struck with trouble. 


‘Sucrose’. 
The sound of Albedo’s voice was almost a surprise to the crowd after his long period of silence. 


‘Could you please describe what the person who bumped into you looked like? Was it one of us 
here?’ 


Sucrose was evidently startled at the turn of the investigation to her, but she took on a pensive 
expression. “It was... someone tall and cloaked, to the best of my memory’, she recalled. 'And no, 
certainly not one of you’. Then, with her hands knotted tight at her front, ‘I- ’'m sorry. It was still 
quite dark in the halls leading away from the lab... and I was sort of... in a rush, anyway’. 


‘Sucrose? In a rush to get away from the lab, of all places?’ Eula was dubious. 


And Chery barely muffled the squeak that wrung her throat at where this conversation was going. 
She strictly avoided catching the eye of the chief alchemist. 


‘I- I- I- had something- very important- to do elsewhere’. Sucrose’s hands were basically 
strangling each other at this point. 


And the only thing running through the mind of every person assembled there was that the notion 
of the reclusive scientist Sucrose being more occupied by things outside the lab was to bring a mad 
shower of meteors tonight for sure. 


“Huh, that is a little odd’, Amber mused. ‘So, the only people in the lab at that time were...’ And 
she blinked unsuspectingly at the two in question. ‘What were you two doing in there, anyway?’ 


At that, Sucrose looked ready to slam her head into a wall... And Chery? 


Oh man, never had she wanted more than now for the dozens of stares that seared into her in that 
moment to grill her into a pile of irredeemable sawdust. Especially when, for some reason, she was 
reminded still of that lingering touch... at the base of her waist... 


The awkward silence that followed was broken only by Albedo and the clearing of his throat. 
‘Chery and Sucrose were simply assisting me in a rather volatile experiment, which is why I had to 
send Sucrose to retrieve some missing materials in time. No worries, we did not run into or catch 
sight of the intruder in the meantime’. 


The rest of the Knights nodded with the general acceptance of whatever alchemy-related 
statements these intellectuals made as though they were absolute holy words. Perhaps it was alright 
for that pile of sawdust to be reconstructed by now. 


‘But the point here is that this cloaked person was most likely the intruder’. Albedo narrowed his 
blue eyes at his next inquiry to his assistant. 'And was he running on the way downstairs when he 
collided with you?’ 


Sucrose gulped. 'I... I don't think so’. 
A solemn stillness fell over the crowd as they let this information sink in. 


‘So what you're trying to say, Albedo’, started Jean, carefully, 'Is that there might’ ve been two 


intruders?’ 
‘Only one way to find out-’ 


And it took a while for everyone to register the disorientation that came over them in the next 
moment as the lights illuminating the building extinguished. And once that moment passed... 
Chery just managed to repress the scream that clogged her throat. Before she knew it, her hand had 
closed over the person closest to her. 


However, not a minute went by before a faint violet glow cut through the pitch-black darkness. 


‘Is everyone alright?’ Jean asked. Floating next to her was a little streetlamp adorned with purple 
roses- a product of Lisa’s magic. Now with the saving grace of a light source, Chery found herself 
still gripping Amber’s wrist. 


The Outrider laughed a little at her sheepish apology. ‘No worries! Besides...’ Even under the 
mellow glow of the lamp’s light, Chery thought she could decipher a hint of nostalgia on Amber’s 
face. “The way you held onto me so tight... you reminded me of a very good friend I used to have’. 


The Acting Grandmaster sighed. ‘This could very well be only a power outage because of the 
storm, but we had best be on our full guard, especially if there is still a culprit within the building’. 
With the return of the two Knights who had gone to check the windows- who had thoroughly 
panicked from the blackout- it was decided that some of them would go fix the lights while the 
others would investigate the area around Albedo’s lab. 


So with the aid of another one of Lisa’s lamps, they trod warily up the stairs to where the intruder 
was last spotted, and Chery was bothered again by the slippery steps beneath her. 


‘Albedo’. 


He turned back at the ginger tug of his sleeve. Chery was pointing to the marble stairs they were 
on- or rather, to some scattered specks of brown on them, just visible under their purple light. 
‘Even the carpet upstairs was slippery. Do you think it’s... a footprint, maybe?’ 


‘Very likely’. 


The two of them glanced up to see Kaeya, who'd been at the head of the line beside Jean, down 
on one knee on the carpeted floor. He traced a finger along another one of the wet prints. “There 
wouldn’t have been such a deep print if someone had only walked out in the drizzle and come back 
in’. Yet the only person out of them who’d come back just when the storm had begun was Sucrose. 


‘But the circumference of some of these prints is bigger than that of my shoe’, she explained. 
‘Besides, I took the set of stairs on the other side when coming up’. 


Chery’s head was beginning to hurt at the amount of information being uncovered. 


‘So if we take the order of events, one possibility is that the first intruder got in, rummaged 
through my office and broke out when he heard us coming’, Jean speculated with the top of her 
knuckles at her chin. ‘And the second one came in as well and headed upstairs?’ She shook her 
head. ‘It sounds rather... far-fetched’. 


‘Or... don’t you think it seems more likely that it could be the same person who got in both 
times?’ Albedo added. 


Kaeya chimed in, ‘And I think we all told ourselves when we came up here that they had to still 


be inside the building’. He asked whether the alchemists could give a shot at whipping up some 
concoction to track the footprints, when Albedo suddenly broke off from the group. 


Everyone else exchanged bamboozled looks as he took off at top speed towards his lab. 


“Well, someone’s got ants in his pants’, Kaeya said with a laugh under his breath as they followed 
him down the dark corridor. 


At last, the alchemist threw open the workshop door- which had been left ajar by an inch- just as a 
clap of thunder tore the sky. And when Chery reached him with the others, she could not help the 
gasp that escaped her lips. 


It was almost an exact replica of the scene in Jean’s office- papers and materials littering both the 
counters and the floor, drawers strewn open; an almost impossible mess worse than the usual 
disarray of the alchemists’ abode. Plus... Chery grieved over the sight of the flask she’d saved 
from falling now in pieces on the floor. Well, at least it didn’t blow up after all. 


‘Oh no... how am I going to find my papers...’ Sucrose whimpered. Albedo, on the other hand... 
the look in his bright eyes as he stared unblinkingly at the lab in chaos bordered on frosty anger. 
Chery didn’t think she’d ever seen him so incensed. 


‘This has gone much too far’. Jean’s voice was stretched tight. She turned to the rest of the 
company, blue-grey eyes hard with resolve. ‘It appears that this person’s looking for something, 
and doesn't intend to harm anyone, but after all this damage he’s done, we cannot just let him go’. 


They instinctively stepped out of the way as she moved to charge down the hallway, her hand 
curled around the hilt of her sword. 


And watching her go, the Cavalry Captain smiled. “Yes, ma’am’. 


He, Chery, Albedo and Sucrose followed her close behind. Chery too, had her sword out, now 
infused with her hydro power and lighting up her way with a hazy blue light. The footsteps grew 
fainter down the path, and soon, they had lost it completely. 


‘Let’s keep moving’, Jean suggested. ‘Most of the doors are kept locked, so he couldn’t have 
gotten-’ 


She stopped at the eerie sight of a shape moving in the dark ahead of them. Chery certainly did 
feel her heart skip a beat as the jagged line of lightning that struck at that moment cast a 
millisecond of white light on a dark-clad figure, just as Sucrose had described. Then, it disappeared 
down the next corridor. 


‘After him!’ 


The rain was at a tearing climax outside as they bounded after the intruder, whose figure became 
most apparent only under the bright streaks of lightning that fell in intervals through the large 
windows. 


‘Chery, can you reach for him?’ Jean called, and Chery complied. The blade in her hands 
morphed into the smooth silkiness of watery ribbons that stretched out in front of her with a single 
swipe. Just as its end licked the fleeing intruder’s back, she was taken by surprise by the icy veins 
that creeped along the floor and collided with her ribbons with remarkable speed. 


A yelp shot through the darkness, and she thought they’d finally got him. 


‘Rats!’ The thing that had gotten frozen over in their attacks was just a useless old cloak, and the 
intruder’s footsteps still reverberated further down. The hallway, however, would soon meet a dead 
end ahead. He would have nowhere to go. 


Jean prepared her sword for a good attack, just as the culprit realized the end of the road, and 
crashed through the double doors closest to him. That was the farthest he got, though, for Jean’s 
swirling charge- perhaps fuelled by her irritation with the evening’s events- launched him straight 
into the air until he landed like a meteorite at the other end of the room. 


And with that came back the building’s lights with a near-blinding effect, making everyone sound 
like screeching bats. Once the dizziness from the sudden grand illumination went away, they 
focused on the culprit caught at long last. 


‘ Albert? ’ They chorused, staring incredulously at the man who lay whimpering on the floor. 
‘Please- please don’t attack me again!’ he cried, hands coming up to shield his face. 
Jean was still stuttering. ‘I- It’s you ? But I thought- I was expecting a real threat’. 


‘A threat!’ Albert had managed to get on his knees. ‘No, no! I would never dream of being a 
threat to anyone!’ 


“Well, you certainly were a royal pain in the neck to all of us’. 


Eula, Amber and Lisa along with the other officers made their entrance. It was only then that 
Chery realized they’d ended up in Headquarters’ grand hall- the one reserved for special, 
commemorative occasions and thus rarely used over the course of the year. 


‘As you can see, we fixed the lights’, said Amber with a proud smile. 


They all stood menacingly around the culprit, waiting for his confession. Albert seemed to shrink 
into himself, still whimpering. 


‘Oh for the love of God, start talking before I take vengeance on you on behalf of everyone here’. 
Eula took one heeled step towards him, and he let out an ‘ eek!’ 


‘Alright, alright, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean for it to go this far!’ he said. ‘I was looking for 
something of Master Jean’s- not to steal or anything, just to- borrow! It was... that portrait Albedo 
drew of Barbara-sama’. 


The others erupted into an uncomfortable silence, while Albedo let out a groan with his palm at 
his forehead. 


‘Albert’. Jean’s tone was steely. “Could you please enlighten me as to why you were trying to 
thieve a portrait of my sister?’ 


Albert hiccuped on seeing the hard expression on her face. ‘I mean- as you know, I’m head of the 
Barbara fanclub and... I thought it would motivate everyone to appreciate our idol further if we 
had a picture of her too, you know, like we have statues of archons. It’s nothing weird, I swear! 
After all, we only hope for the best for her’. 


Albedo had actually declined his offer to purchase it and refused to draw another for him, Albert 
explained. That was why he’d decided to negotiate with Jean to borrow the portrait so he could get 
a copy of it done with one of those fancy new Fontaine devices. 


‘But every time I came here to consult the Acting Grandmaster about it, they kept me waiting 
outside for the longest time saying she was out- they even chased me out for loitering after that!’ 


“You do realize you’re treated that way because the church has already reported you numerous 
times’, Kaeya pointed out. 


‘But that’s so unfair! Anyway, I waited and waited around Headquarters until I tripped on one of 
those stupid wooden... dummy things that Ellin kid uses outside and went crashing for your 
flowerbeds. Oh, don’t worry, they’re all okay! I mean... I tried to mush them around a little to fix 
em, when I found this big gap in the wall-’ 


‘That’s what we found in the basement room where the light control box is’, Lisa cut in. “The rain 
dripping through it messed a little with the light box, too’. 


“Wait, a hole? In our building?’ said Jean. 


‘Ah’, came the unusually subdued voice of the Cavalry Captain. ‘Perhaps that would have 
something to do with one of Klee’s accidents the other day... as well as myself, in aiding her a bit 
in... keeping it under hush’. 


* What? Kaeya, I cannot believe you didn’t inform me about this’. Albedo looked just about 
ready to pop a vein as he turned on Kaeya with his arms folded at his chest. 


‘Or me’. Jean curved a delicate eyebrow that spelled out trouble for the man and little girl in 
question, but she waved it aside for now. “Albert, please continue’. 


‘Right! So... [came in through the hole and searched your office... and I was scared Id get 
caught when I heard you outside’. His head drooped a little. ‘I... was desperate for that portrait, so 
I thought I had to re enter and look for it in the other possible place. And that’s when I got stuck 
upstairs’. 


He sighed. ‘ I thought it would surely boost our club spirit but... I think in the end, I wanted it for 
myself’. And his hands clapped together as if in prayer at his forehead. ‘But please don’t inform 
the rest of the members about this! And I beg of you, don’t break up our club! We only aim to give 
Barbara-sama the attention and appreciation she deserves. And we’re happy about the little things 
we get to do for her. I couldn’t bear to break everyone’s hearts!’ 


‘How touching’, said Kaeya, while signalling to one of the rookie officers. “But you’re not getting 
any redemption’. 


‘Calm down, we won’t tell your... club. For now’, Jean assured on seeing the panic on Albert’s 
face. But she demanded she know their club activities and agenda inside out, and if she started to 
have even a single doubt about them- 


“Yes, yes, of course! No need to worry, Master Jean, we’re harmless!’ 


“Well then, I’m also sure you will be able to compensate for all the damage you’ ve done in our 
offices with your club funds? Or perhaps even your personal funds- we don’t mind either’. 


Albert appeared as though he were about to say something in protest, before backing down again 
in surrender. And the officer Kaeya had signalled now cuffed him and hauled him out of the room. 


‘Dear Archons’, Jean shook her head wearily, before adding quietly, ‘It’s a good thing I gave that 
portrait over to mother’. 


‘That certainly was the wildest goosechase we’ ve had in a while’, Kaeya chuckled, before his 
face blanched at Amber’s inquiry as to whether there were any other disasters around Headquarters 
they should know about. 


‘Ah... then if we take into account the patch that needs renovating upstairs after Bennett crashed 
into it on his glider last week...’ 


The women around him groaned his name in unison. 


And Chery, in the meantime, watched them with a smile, glad that everything had ended well... 
mostly. She caught Lisa’s eye from where she stood, and she could tell from the wink of one of the 
librarian’s viridescent eyes that she was happy enough with how interesting that evening had 
turned out to be after all. 


‘T’m starting to think that not even shaking that child upside down is going to teach her a lesson 
about those bombs’. Chery turned to find Albedo standing beside her. But his voice held no anger 
in it as he spoke of his little sister’s mischief. “Then again, I’m sure they were only genuine 
accidents on her part’. 


Chery laughed a little, before she remembered. ‘Oh! I’m sorry about your lab, though. I'll help 
you two clean it up’. 


‘Thank you. Hopefully, it’s not as bad as it looks’. There was an uncertainty about him as he 
paused. ‘And... I thought back to it, and I should probably apologize to you for reading something 
of your personal concern’. 


It took her a while to realize he was referring to her unfinished poem. 


She shook her head, asking him not to worry about it. ‘It’s... actually a part of my birthday gift to 
Pa- my father’. She brought her hands together on her lap. “I know it sounds childish, but I thought 
I'd try something different this time. After all-’ and she knew she was not imagining the rush of 
warmth that flooded her as she watched the people before her arguing about Kaeya’s Solitary 
Confinement terms, amongst other things. 


‘A lot of things are different this time over for me. And I’m glad’. 


And when she beamed up at him, he thought about how open her heart was. They may not be as 
close up now as they had been after a silly little accident in the lab, but he’d never felt so close to 
someone’s heart- and its delicate wishes- than he did now. It was a lovely feeling. 


So perhaps, some things were different about him, too. 


‘Then you’ ll have quite a fantastic story to tell him today’, Albedo told her. Chery couldn’t help 
but giggle at that. 


‘And a beautiful poem to give’. 


Looking back at him, he was smiling. She felt a little warm around her ears... perhaps because of 
the indirect compliment. Either way, she was more than happy to be there, in that evening of both 
chaos and tranquillity, so she smiled back. 


Chapter 30 


Four- Winter 
Three months. 


They were as always, the slow, retrospective months sprinkled with fall leaves and longer nights. 
At the end of one of those days, when the world drew into gloomy skies and the cold of November, 
did Chery find herself that night, stepping out of headquarters. 


She tied on her scarf, pulling it up over her mouth to catch her warm puffs of exhales. She’d done 
her double checks, hadn’t she? Her work for the day was done, library closed up, key safe. 
Everyone did swear that she’d take well after Lisa, if she wished. 


Another day over. A new one tomorrow. She’d grown strangely conscious of this notion of 
passing time. Perhaps because she still hoped that each new day would be the day. 


She’d thought an awful lot, too, about a number of things... and always, about what could have 
been if everything had gone differently that last day. 


If she hadn’t stared for so long at the spidery handwriting on the book Lisa handed over to her. 
The collection of Fontaine poetry she’d once gifted as a present to him; well-worn at the edges and 
bereft of a bookmark- now returned to her. 


Hold on to this for me. 


If she hadn’t spent too long dwelling over what Lisa had said to her about not missing 
opportunities, had only been a fraction quicker in bounding down the stairs, book still in hands, 
until she’d met with Jean and Klee, informing her that he’d left a while ago. 


Well, what use would it have done, anyway? Wrecked the way things already were, or elevated 
them? Either side was a big, threatening what if. It was always what she could have done, or what 
she could never do. 


And then there were the times the Honorary Knight came around. 


‘He didn’t tell us anything much either, but it looked like he was leaving for something really 
important’, Paimon said one day, having approached her. 


‘He’ ll be back soon for sure, though. I’d ask you not to worry too much, but that wouldn’t really 
help, would it?’ Aether added with a shy smile. Chery wished he would stop being so nice to her. 
Wished she could think of anything to say to him other than /’m sorry. 


These thoughts of hers- she kept them safely tucked in the confines of her mind, where they 
belonged. Not to be seen to the people she greeted with a smile day after day, checking out their 
books; not to those she simply could not say no to when she saw their relieved faces at grabbing 
hold of someone willing to give their concerns a bit of attention. 


And definitely not when she’d eagerly waited outside headquarters one evening for Noelle and a 
certain announcement. But when she reached Chery, her ceremonial cuffs were off her wrists and 
instead clasped in her hands. 


‘Maybe... I would’ ve fared better if I had caught the Harpastum this time?’ was all Noelle said. 


And Chery could tell from the wobbly smile she mustered that it had been yet another failed try- 
out. She throttled Noelle in a hug while she bawled, asking if she didn’t deserve her dream. 


Then, Chery decided it was time to play her part, barrelling straight into Master Jean’s office the 
next day. To be fair, Jean had appeared quite crushed to hear of Noelle’s despair. 


“With all due respect, Master Jean, do you think we’re protecting Noelle when we’re not even 
letting her live the life she loves the most? The life she deserves? Then at least tell her why not- 
please’. 


The Acting Grandmaster, though surprised at such vehemence, nodded slowly, hand coming to 
her chin in a pensive gesture. And Kaeya, standing next to her desk, gave a small smile to the girl 
who had come to speak for her friend. Would they see to a change? Chery didn’t know. But if there 
was one lesson she’d learnt, some things were best thrust out in the open than bottled in. Some 
things. 


There was a limit to everything, though. And that was when, in the midst of her duties, it crept up 
over the brim, subtle and unexpected- her carefully suppressed muddle of emotions. And Lisa 
chased out every living soul in the library for a time-out, despite her protests. She stroked her little 
assistant’s hair, listening to her barely articulated apologies in between teary gulps. Chery couldn’t 
place exactly why she was crying. There were so many things she could pin as reasons... and then 
at the same time nothing. 


When she returned home that day, there she was at last, screaming ‘Surprise!’ in her face. Mafu, 
dressed gloriously in a new detective uniform. It felt like ages since she last saw her. Chery could 
not describe how happy she was to have her back- but she could tell from the mad smiles Mafu 
wore while gushing about her adventures with the crew- and a certain fellow detective with red 
hair- that she was even happier. Chery hoped to keep it that way... until of course, Mafu sniffed out 
that something was fishy. 


So it was that the wandering Inazuman girl ended up amongst two sulking people over dinner- 
Chery and Noelle- where Chery said it. Said something she realised had been welling in the 
recesses of her heart for a long time now- and which most others had picked up even before she 
did. And Mafu, while tearing off a chewy grilled fish tail, threw her arms around either girl’s 
shoulders. ‘Stupid guys and stupid Knights. Let’s commit arson on them. Arson them all!’ 


And then there was Klee, who as always, took Chery’s mind off the worst by inviting her to her 
childish world. Whenever they would run down the halls, and Chery would find herself slow down 
before the alchemists’ workshop, Klee would join her side. 


‘Albedo won’t be in there if we go in’, said the little girl, unusually quiet, on one such occasion. 
Chery looked down worriedly at her. Some complex thought seemed to be going inside that head of 
fair ruffles, still so young. That was, before she hopped up, pulling on her companion’s hand with a 
giggle. ‘But I'll have so many bombs ready to show him when he comes back!’ 


Ice cream outings together, crab-bombing... and even dragging the unsuspecting Noelle into a 
plot to drop a load of pumpkins outside the library for Lisa by the end of October. That, however, 
had the librarian nearly climbing up the walls out of her pumpkin-phobia and leaving a corridor full 
of a pumpkin massacre. 


The three of them told themselves they were lucky to be some of Lisa’s favourites to be let off the 
hook with only a few good zaps. 


A little soft, and a little melancholy, even on those most exciting occasions. As if the world were 


a tad flatter. This feeling- Chery was sure it was felt by both her and even little Klee. Especially on 
those nights when Klee would ask to stay over at her place. 


One time, Chery had to hunt her down throughout her big house to call her for bedtime. Finally, 
she discovered her in one of the guest rooms, hopping up and down on the bed. 


‘So- bouncy!’ Klee shrieked with delight, her loose blonde locks flapping wildly around her small 
face. Rosie’s sweet caramel pudding for dessert seemed to have done the trick. 


Chery knew she had better get her down... but it wasn’t easy when Klee before her was an exact 
replica of a younger Chery. So she joined in, sparking up again the pure joy of their time slipping 
down the Knights’ hallways so long ago... that was, until something went crack! underneath the 
bed. 


Chery was convinced it wouldn’t be so much of a problem, though- until one of Papa’s good 
friends came to stay and occupied this room. The man got the shock of his life when a pole broke 
under his head. 


... That earned her a good scolding from her father. 
But on that night, when Klee had finally calmed down, 


‘Ooh! This one, this one!’ The little girl sprang onto Chery’s own bed, hugging a book to her 
chest. It took her a while to identify it as the book of poetry left in her care. 


Chery laughed lightly. “That’s a little too big for you, don’t you think?’ 
Klee shook her head, lips fixed in a stubborn pout. ‘Pleaaaase ?’ 


So she snuggled up beside the older girl, and Chery turned to the battered and most-used page a 
book would naturally flip to, and began to read. 


As she did, her mind went to another late night like this, amidst test tubes and papers of 
unfinished illustrations, when he had pointed out a few verses he enjoyed the most out of the 
collection. 


There was one curious poem that was basically a list of instructions one person gives to another in 
case they were to never meet each other again. She remembered reading out each line, like now, 
like the words were nothing much to consider. She also remembered the chill that had run down 
her spine at the very last line... and the way their gazes locked as it slipped from both of them at 
once. 


‘And love me till I die’. 


But that was only the memory. Now, slouched against her, Klee sat very still. “Oh, sorry, Klee. 
That was a bit morbid, wasn’t it?’ she said, trying for a cheery tone. But the child whipped her 
head from side to side, before tilting it back to look up at her. 


Chery noticed the drops at the end of her eyes that caught the sparkle of the nightlight, and she 
knew it wasn’t the words that she had paid attention to. ‘Albedo used to read to Klee like that’. 


So she wept- softly this time, and not with the volume that would reverberate down the halls when 
Jean would toss her into solitary confinement. She buried her head in Chery’s front, hands curling 
around the silk of her nightdress. And Chery in turn, held her very close until her tears dried. 
Stayed like that till she drifted to sleep. 


Such were the fragments of fall, which she at present, recollected on that chilly night. She 
wondered if the days ahead, too, would be like it. The days without him- without you. 


With a sigh, she descended the front steps of headquarters. Several Knights leaving for home late 
waved goodbye to her, and she waved back. Walking away from the building, she- out of 
something which had become a habit- glanced up. Up only at one window, as always. 


She stopped. 


Behind the glass panes was darkness, of a room locked up after work hours. But she could see it- 
it was so easy to spot, after all, with its contents being white. The vase, back on the windowsill. 
And falling over its sides were two flowers, the colour of snow which had yet to fall. 


Cecelias. Her cecelias, given to him. 


She started walking again, but not in the direction she’d started. Through the front doors again, 
past the guards’ confused looks, and up the stairs. 


Is it really you? 


She’d thought she didn’t mind too much that he was not here. Thought it would be unfair if she 
did. 


Her scarf was coming loose as she raced down the corridor, hoping that this time, she wouldn’t be 
too late. 


The burning anticipation that the turn of a corner would have them run into each other, like when 
she, panicked, took Klee’s bomb to him. Or she’d walk down the road, lost in distant memories, 
but look up and there he was and off they’d go together because they didn’t know there would ever 
be a time where those things didn’t happen. 


They were not anyone to each other to expect things, but she’d once said it herself: what 
connected one person to another if not by their emotions? Why deny it anymore- a wish as selfish 
as selfish could be: 


I want to see you again. 


Grabbing hold of the handle, she tore the door open, her satchel slipping off her shoulder to swing 
off the crook of her elbow. The room was no longer dark, and her eyes smarted at the dazzle of 
yellow light, before setting on him. 


He was not in his alchemist’s uniform, but still had his Vision at the collar of his shirt. One hand 
was extended to his desk, lingering on the still-standing stacks of books and withering twigs. 
Familiar things. 


He looked like a graceful figure in a painting, fair fringes falling over his eyes- a little longer than 
before- as his head stayed bent towards his table. That was before he looked up, not in a rush, as if 
having expected the girl at the door with a flushed face and tired pants. Seeing her, he began to 
smile. What should he say first- 


But all words were lost when she crashed into him with the intensity of the memories collected in 
a million minute moments together. And with that, they tumbled to the floor. 


The funny little whiff of lab chemicals; peeks of the golden star at his neck; the hands reaching 
around her back, now firmer than they had ever been. 


It was him and it was him and it was him. 
“You’re-’ she swallowed, ‘You’re back’. 


And he shut his eyes to the familiar welcome, smiling through her noisy sobs. ‘I’m back’. 


Chery put a hand between the two of them, attempting to gauge the difference. ‘Have you grown 
taller? Or maybe it’s because I haven’t seen you in a while...’ 


Albedo smiled sweetly. ‘And how well you’ ve advanced-’ 
‘Shut it’. 


She folded her arms together, attempting to ignore the fact that she and Noelle were probably one 
of the shortest at the Knights just after Klee. And Noelle still had more to grow, too! ‘Anyway, 
let’s hurry up. We shouldn’t keep Klee waiting’. 


It was... as things always were. She was telling him off for missing his birthday this year with 
them. More small talk while strolling down the near-deserted streets. As if nothing had ever 
changed. 


Albedo did, however, remain a little secretive about his journey. And anyway, he didn’t quite get 
the chance to answer when she didn’t even let him back on his feet from the workshop floor for a 
good while, instead bombarding him with question after question. 


He said he’d tell her everything slowly, with time. And as for how things were between them... 
‘Oh!’ she gasped as something very small passed before her eyes. And another, and another. 


‘Of course. It’s November’. Albedo tilted his head back to stare at the expanse of charcoal sky, 
now shedding shavings of a contrasting white. 


The first traces of snow: a light and lovely addition to the world, welcomed by all. Chery reached 
out a hand, watching with satisfaction as a flake fell onto her palm. She cast the briefest of glances 
at the boy next to her. Just a little different in height and his hair, and even a little quieter. But it 
was still him. 


Id be lying if I said this was okay, between us. If I said I didn’t want more. 


But she knew it meant a lot to him to be able to stand here as he did now. She had that. They had 
that. That was all that mattered. 


She took one gulp of chilly air. Her voice fell low. ‘I... missed you’. There. She was glad she’d 
said it. And now, that was enough. No more. 


He didn’t say anything though, and she wouldn’t look up again. 

‘Ah, your scarf’s come undone’. 

She felt a light tug at her scarf, and she turned her head to him, smiling a little. ‘Oh, thanks-’ 
Warmth. 


Explosions of it, all throughout her, especially in her chest and in the mellowness of lips against 


hers. The light fall of snow, the distant mumbles of people still on the streets; all of it simply fell 
away, and it was this moment and this moment only. Just the two of them. 


Finally. Something he’d been wanting to do for ages. Something that would surely speak for his 
feelings, his hopes with her, when words simply weren’t enough. And when he drew back, she still 
stared in a daze, her cheeks a warm rush of rose. 


But... he certainly had not envisioned what happened next: her head dipping low, and staying 
there as she said, voice rising, 


“What- what is wrong with you?’ 
The raw passion carried in the question hit Albedo hard, startling him. 
“Why would you ever do that?’ Her tone- a mix of surprise and anger. 


Of course, the full implications of what he’d just done hadn’t dawned on him in the rush of 
emotions that had spurred him in the moment. ‘Ah, I’m sorry, I should have asked you firs-’ 


‘No, that’s not-’ she made a frustrated sound. “What are you trying to say?’ 
‘I- I don’t understand-’ 


‘I know already, okay?’ Chery took in a deep breath, hands crumpling the frills of her dress at her 
sides as she let out everything she’d carefully pushed down inside. ‘I know that I’m nothing 
special!’ 


Nothing special. 


Taken back to the recent memory of a lengthy letter directed to him... though most of its length 
could be attributed to paragraphs of Master yelling at him for returning. But amongst them were 
her brusque analyses of the life he’d constructed so far in this city. And there was one particular 
line within its passages that he recalled now: 


She’s quite plain. 


Was it a question of beauty she referred to? No, that was a subjective matter. The fact that both he 
and his master, as alchemists, had to agree on was how this girl was, in the end, like any other 
being in this world. Similar, plain. He had not liked that word, though. Not for her. And yet here 
she was, bringing the fact to light again. 


‘l’m not some genius who could help you with what you’re looking for. I’m not a leader, ’'m not 
a fancy traveller. ’m not anyone with any extraordinary powers or mind or personality- I’m not the 
person... you need by your side’. 


Down her face came the tears again. Tears that shouldn’t be there; that came because of him. 


‘T’ve been trying to be something worthwhile... something that makes me feel like ’m enough 
for even myself, but- it’s hard’. Her voice cracked. ‘Because at the end of the day, I’m-’ She 
swallowed. 


‘Tm just... me’. 


Me. Such a small word, yet so heavy. Something so insignificant, and filled with things that were 
not all to be proud of. That was her. 


‘I... accepted it, and I’m trying to get over it. ’m trying to get myself together’. Falling 
snowflakes brushed against her face, lodging in her hair, but she heeded them no attention. ‘But 
why, why do you have to give me hope all over again?’ 


Please stop. Her hands came up to cradle her face. I’m scared I can’t take it if that hope is 
crushed again. 


And Albedo could only watch her cry, uncertain of what to say at these revelations. ‘You came 
here because you were afraid of breaking things’. Master’s words to him- the only words she 
uttered to him after years. ‘Perhaps you hadn’t noticed that you’d broken something already. 
Something even more fragile than chalk’. 


‘Chery...’ He reached out a hand to her, to which she recoiled, taking a step back. When she 
looked up at him again, he was sure he hadn’t seen anyone quite so shattered. 


‘Klee. You- you should go to her’, she said, voice quiet and already turning on her heels. ‘She 
missed you, too. More than anything’. 


He called after her again, but she walked away- almost ran, even- as though afraid. 


Welcome back. 


No one said it to him, but he thought he heard it clear as day. Saw it in the meagrely furnished 
room and the shelves of yellow volumes. Smelled it in the air thick with collected dust. Felt it in 
the curl of his hands around the creaking chair at the desk, where he had hoped in vain, to find her 
seated. 


Setting down his satchel and his hefty tow of manuscripts on the floor, he shut his eyes for a good 
while. The journey had been long, and he was tired. 


Once his eyelids fluttered open again, he went to what had once been his only room. Outside the 
misty glass window was the blurry wall of incessant blizzards. He had forgotten how noisy they 
could be- even noisier than the winds of Dragonspine. 


On that first day of his arrival, once he had made himself comfortable, he waited. Now, thinking 
back, he thought part of him had known that that was what he’d have to do for the rest of the 
months he spent there. 


Wait. 


Day or night had never quite mattered in that land left untouched by the roll of the seasons and 
the flaps of migrating birds. Master had always been a woman with time, so what other place could 
be more fitting for her than where time was irrelevant? 


Yet she did not make her return, and Albedo stayed. He did not know where else to go. 


His impatience, he kept in check with the turn of his manuscripts and occasional ventures out into 
warmer grounds. Oftentimes, he found himself with the side of his face on his desk and his eyes 
drooping to the sight of the vase of cecelias standing next to him. It was now draped with the 
addition of a ring of flowers Klee had crowned him with before he’d left. And while the fire 
crackled in the hearth into the quiet of the wintry night, he thought of home. 


Going from person to person as he’d made arrangements for his departure, it had struck him, as it 


did now, that he knew so many people. To him, life, for its greater part, had been about earning 
and deserving. But now, there were those who called his name with an affection he did not have to 
earn. 


‘How could we ever imagine a world without you?’ 


So that’s what you do. All of them. Reminding him that even in this lonely landscape where only 
he breathed, he was not so lonely after all. Not anymore. 


And especially her... It was like she- perhaps on one of those playful occasions she and Klee 
would burst into the lab to decorate his weary, napping self with baskets of flowers- grabbed a 
handful of glitter, and tossed it around him. Brightening the hues on a dozen painted canvases 
about him, which he hadn’t quite noticed what with the dull colours he’d given them. 


‘Sunlight!’ 


She’d laughed that one day she’d asked him the meaning of his name. And after an initial (and 
ridiculously complex) explanation on how Albedo, amongst other things, was the term for the 
second step in alchemy, he’d said, as though it were a fleeting reminder: ‘Oh, and it also refers to 
the sunlight reflected off the surface of the earth, if very vaguely put’. 


‘That’s adorable’, she said, to which he didn’t know how to react. Then, with her mirth replaced 
with an earnest smile, ‘Maybe your master named you that because sunlight is what you are to 
her’. He stared, suddenly very conscious of the slowed beating of his heart, before looking away. 


With those thoughts, Albedo, up in this cold climate, would gaze at his pale palm on the desk, 
wondering what it would have been like if, that fateful day at the café, his pencil had not dropped 
with a clatter, and her hand would have been against his. Interlocked. He wished he hadn’t let go. 


All of this came back to him as he now lay on the couch at home, with Klee passed out in his 
arms from the combined dizziness of being reunited with him and the yawning hours of early dawn 
way past her bedtime. 


She’d hiccupped herself to sleep, actually, mumbling the chant of ‘Don’t leave Klee again’. And 
that, he promised her. 


He still had much more to learn of the world, of himself, but the thick volume he’d placed on their 
dining table spoke for the change he’d gone in search for. Besides, he’d always believed that even a 
short life, if lived right, would be fulfilling. And now, in this life of his he’d decided to finally 
grasp, there were still things he needed to fix. This night had made that clear. 


And certain measures for solving the current conundrum required... quite a bit of effort. The sort of 
effort that entailed the mutual tolerance of two people who were not naturally inclined to tolerate 
each other. 


‘Let me get this straight’. She leaned back in her chair, arms crossed. She- the girl with scarlet 
eyes that had flared like the flaming blade she’d thrust at his face after marching up to him on a 
Mondstadt street. A most random encounter which, nevertheless, resulted in a negotiation at a café 
front. 


“You leave for months on end, and when you come back, wow! You act like you like her, and 
I’m- we’re supposed to believe that?’ Mafu’s tone didn’t quite mask her disdain. Albedo had easily 


identified her standing in a shop queue, what with her outlandish attire and familiar black mop of 
hair streaked with white. 


‘Incorrect. There is nothing spontaneous about-’ Well, this was awkward. Now that Albedo had to 
use certain diction he hadn’t needed before, he was at a minor loss for words. “About... my 
feelings’. 


‘Then why didn’t you ever show-’ Mafu broke off, slamming her palms into her face with a 
frustrated groan. She’d stopped her flaming sword from searing his pretty face only because that 
would probably have her dead by Chery’s hands. But really, how did she ever keep up with this 


guy? 


She’d questioned Chery, after listening to everything her friend had really felt in those months 
when she was away in Inazuma. Why do you still care so much about someone who treats you like 
you’re everyone else? 


And Chery- knowing that in Mafu’s life, care was to be awarded sparingly- had only smiled. 
‘That’s my choice, Mafu’. 


And only a few days ago, hearing of what had taken place that snowy night, Mafu wasn’t sure if 
she wanted to smack them or herself with a sake bottle at the utter complexity of human 
relationships. 


‘Okay, look here, buddy’. Mafu leaned over the dish of pastry she’d ordered for herself, sitting on 
the table between them. She dipped her fork into the blob of tomato sauce and drew a thick red 
circle around her puff. Albedo thought his ears might bleed at the screeching of silverware on 
plate. 


When she was done, ‘So inside this circle- this puff- are the people you consider important to 
you’. She certainly didn’t mean to impale those people as she absent-mindedly stabbed the puff. 
‘Like uh, I don’t know, your kid sister? And our friend Mr. Traveller and of course, Cher’. 


It was quite the contrast to the intelligent scribbles of chalk on blackboard Albedo was used to, 
but this food analogy seemed to be getting somewhere. 


‘And from what I’ ve heard- well, more like I gathered, the rest of the plate outside the circle is 
everyone else’. Their eyes met as she continued. “The truth is that Chery- it looked to her like she 
was out of the circle. And as you might already know, she takes it out on no one but herself’. 


Circles and people inside and out of them? What on earth? He... he’d never categorized people 
like that, had he? 


Mafu sighed, taking her cap to her hands- and her flamboyance with it. ‘’m not a whiz at words 
like Chery, but I’m gonna try and share this with you. For her’. 


For her. These two wildly different people, sitting before each other for one person who’d 
become more to them than they could put in word, who would run miles to show them what they 
could not see for themselves; a fact they quietly recognized with each other. 


‘lm an outsider to Mondstadt, but I like it here. But other than with a handful of people, I don’t 
really have any intentions of making myself home here. You, on the other hand- everyone knows 
you’ re not from here either. But whatever the heck you do with and for these people- even 
unintentionally- they become a pretty clear sign about how you feel about them. Everything 
kinda... clicks into place, you get me?’ 


You’re already involved. Yeah. He got her. 


‘So if you’ve made a life for yourself’, Mafu went on, ‘You might as well go live it, don’t ya 
think?’ 


The silence that ensued was broken by her mumble: ‘Huh, that was pretty good, after all’. Albedo, 
however, did not say a word as he peered into his reflection in his cup of tea, thinking over a 
childish demonstration with tomato sauce and the lesson that followed, and the disgruntled remark 
of one prideful astrologist: ‘You fool’. 


The mouth of the face peering up at him from his cup- it curved a little as he thought of the 
response he’d never had the chance to give to that last accusation from Mona: 


Indeed. 


The woman clapped her hands together, a giggle escaping her red-smeared lips. ‘As perfect at the 
game as ever, Rhine!’ 


The other sitting opposite gave a sigh heard so often in her interactions with her boisterous friend. 
“You know how to play intelligently, Alice. You could have won if you didn’t keep picking up the 
pieces and haphazardly placing them back’. 


Another giggle. ‘But I can’t help it! I didn’t quite realize how fascinating chess pieces were! In 
fact, maybe I can recycle the leftover hilichurl bones from my experiments into chess pieces! How 
about it?’ Then she made a shrill noise akin to that of an excited teenage girl. 


‘Or I could use them for my little darling’s bombs! A whole new line!’ 


Rhinedottir could wordlessly watch the woman sway in her chair like a hyperactive sunflower 
only after decades of experience with her. She, in the meantime, began clearing the game board. 


‘And what about your little darling, Rhine?’ 


Aha. Alice, now stable again with her elbows on the table, observed her companion. And for the 
millionth time, she thought with an inward sigh how Rhine’s beautiful, frozen face at her sudden 
question reflected that of the very child she’d raised. That expression of impassiveness bordering 
subtle shock he used to take when Alice brought up the topic of mother or family with him. 


Remembered how, when he’d venture out of the house for his research, claiming with an ever- 
polite manner that he did not want to inconvenience the family during his stay, Alice would 
mumble to her husband with a sad smile: ‘He’s just like her’. 


‘Although he’s not so little anymore, is he?’ Alice chuckled. “That was rather nasty of you, I have 
to say. Leaving him hanging for nearly two weeks before dropping only that fat book and a letter 
on him. You could’ ve at least stayed and talked like a normal person!’ 


The chess pieces were arranged again, and Rhine said nothing. White for Alice, black for her 
friend. This was only a pitstop of a visit Alice made while Rhine was still here. And perhaps, 
thought the grand alchemist, it would be the last game they’d play for a very long time. “You know 
I can’t take the risk of staying in one place anymore. Don’t make me repeat myself’. 


Was Rhine cruel for the way she acted? The things she’d done? Alice sometimes wondered. She 
even got scolded by her husband for how much she liked to poke and prod people. But when it 


came to Rhine- or more famously known by her alias Gold- her colleague and dear friend... she’d 
decided not to trouble her too much on one topic: the only ray of sunlight in her cold, gloomy sky. 


‘Ah well, as long as you finally told him why you decided to make him the way he is’. The tinge 
of gravity that had touched Alice’s tone, however, quickly vanished. “Ooh, and next, we should 
play this new game I saw...’ 


Alice would prattle on in the customary Alice way. It was easy for her. She had much to say and 
knew how to say them. And Rhinedottir? 


** You never really wanted to live for yourself. It was always a matter of fact for her, even these 
words she’d told Albedo- or rather, whispered to his resting figure as she’d permitted herself one 
single visit. You were content enough to follow my instructions; so you never came to me, you 
never asked. But now that you’re here, hoping to question me, have you found it? 


She made it a point not to present simple questions to him. To this one, though, he’d given a most 
vague answer in his own letter in response to her, left just before he departed again. And she hated 
vague answers. The cheek of him. 


Why you decided to make him the way he is. 


No, she had not revealed all, only what he needed for the moment. What was enough for him to 
realise that this final assignment of his was much more than just sheets of data collected for him or 
for her. Or even for the both of them. 


Had she ever had her misgivings about this particular project? About the more... sinister side of 
being a dedicated alchemist, committed to a life’s work? Stopped to realise for a while that, of all 
the magnificent things that had been given life from her hands, a child made all the difference? A 
child- or no, new life- was not to be toyed with when toy with it was exactly what had been done. 
What had been required. 


Perhaps once, some time ago, this reality did strike her. He could not remember it, for sure. But 
she did. 


A short walk through the woods, gathering materials. It was good preparation before he could be 
tossed into domains at her side. Rhinedottir could tell from the quick, soft rustles of grass that he 
was following her. That was, until the rustling stopped. 


Turning back, she peered down at the child with the scrolls and firewood piled in his small, 
mittened hands. 


Her proudest creation. A human being like any other, almost entirely mortal. So perfect for her 
cause. 


Those glass-like eyes of a blue even she thought quite nice, were boring into a sight in the 
distance. He would do that- stare at anything that caught his attention with the hunger of a person 
so new to this world. And he wouldn’t say a thing when he did. The alphabet and the tiresome rules 
of syntax, he’d quickly surpassed to read her notes, but in these first few months of his existence- 
he didn’t talk much. 


And so he’d found... other methods to communicate with his master. She groaned when she’d 
recall her near tumble off her chair when he’d once tugged on her long blonde braid. What a 
menace children were. 


And now, she followed his gaze to a group of people- children and adults mingling together in 


some folk game. Their laughter echoed against the barks of the surrounding grove. 


Yes, so perfect... and yet there was the glaring flaw in him which she could not avert her eyes 
from, reflected in the very mark at his neck. Which she had not thought of in the first moments he’d 
breathed. How easily he could be consumed by the very force that gave him life- the extent of his 
impermanence. The frailty of chalk and its fundamental artificiality compared to the thriving life he 
was supposed to imitate. 


‘Do you want to be like them?’ she asked him. And the glass irises now fixed themselves on her. 
He winced a little as his unruly fringes- the same colour as hers- pricked his eyes. She’d have to 
trim them again. 


He shook his head no. Good. He couldn’t even if he wanted to, anyway. Not truly. 
‘Do you want to be with them?’ 


A blink. A nod. 


She did not know at the time that this innocent honesty of his would soon be buried under his 
growing awe of her. She took off again with a hm, a sign for them to continue. 


‘Master’. 
She halted at the high-pitched squeak of her title. Master or mother. That was the question. 


And she could tell from the way he said it that what he’d already decided she was to him, was 
exactly that which she could not afford to be. She had already made that mistake once before. 
Alchemists had to be objective with their subjects. Subjects, like roses in a garden. They could 
wither, they could thrive, and if she bestowed these fragile things called emotions on their petals... 
she would find herself in trouble indeed. 


As she turned again, he said in a few rare words of his, ‘Do you want to be with them?’ 


In that moment, in the heart her whimsical friend Alice constantly deemed as “glaring at the fire 
inside from out in the blizzard”, stirred the flicker of something new. That sensation, Rhinedottir 
would not feel again until years later, when he would present her with another question. 


When he would remind her again, of the difference between the comfort of being like someone 
else... and being beside them. 


And for this reason, maybe, Rhinedottir decided to give in to that trouble, just a bit. Make use of 
his imperfection- for were not humans defined by their flaws? Let him retain the title- Kreideprinz- 


that seemed too grand for a thing still so pitifully new and small. Give him the chance she had not 
granted to her previous attempts. 


Albedo’s young face was still set on her. It was like blood against snow, those flushes of rose that 
bloomed in his full cheeks. All that carrying and walking must have been tiring. 


‘Perhaps’. The only vague answer she had allowed herself as she took the load in his hands to 
hers. And with that, master and apprentice made their way back home. 


Chapter 31 
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‘Happy birthday, milady!’ 


The moment she stepped into the dining room, Rosie’s and Maria’s radiant faces popped up 
before her. They gestured proudly to the “special breakfast” laid out on the table, coupled with a 
brand-new tablecloth they’d stitched. They simply would not listen to their lady’s modest protests, 
and went ahead with such fineries each year. 


‘Thanks, guys’. Chery smothered them both in a hug, before she herself was nearly choked to 
death in her father’s bear hug. 


‘Happy birthday to my sweet flower’. Once he finally decided to let go, he presented to her a pink 
card with his hideous cursive scribbled inside. “You’ ve also got something from your friend 
Ayaka’, he said. 


‘Thank you, Papa’. He plastered on a victorious grin as he received a kiss on the cheek. 


‘Happy borthsay you wittle rat’. They hadn’t noticed Mafu enter the room and straddle a chair 
with her mouth stuffed with part of Chery’s special breakfast. As she got up, freeing her hands of 
icing sugar, she suggested going out to terrorize some hilichurls. 


‘Sinning on my birthday, are we?’ 
‘Don’t go acting like you’re a real saint’. 


‘Alright, as long as you two don’t go for a drink just yet, do whatever you want’. The duke was 
already making his way out with a smile despite his admonishment. 


Right. She was 18 now. This was supposed to be a momentous day in her life. It wasn’t 
surprising, though, that she felt no different. 


‘So, how’ve you been feeling?’ Mafu asked as they set out to raid hilichurl camps. The heavy 
snow of the season had not set in yet, thankfully, so it was still a pleasant morning with just enough 
sun. 


‘Tm... ’m okay’. What a lie. She’d never felt more complicated. Avoiding him at work- not out 
of spite, but for fear of the next exchange of words between them. Wondering if she was to rejoice 
over or regret the still-odd sensation lingering on her lips. ‘But when I think of how I’ve been in 
the past week’, she smiled a little, “Why do I feel like I’ ve acted like a child?’ 


‘Hey, it’s your birthday, you’re supposed to be the spoiled kid’, Mafu replied with a smirk. 
‘Besides... I think everyone deserves to have that moment once in a while’. 


Chery stared at her friend, before suddenly embracing her. ‘I love you’. 


Mafu blinked, and her frame shook with a laugh before she returned the hug. ‘Okay, okay. I love 
you, too’. 


It was one of Chery’s days off from work, so they first visited her mother, before moving on to 
their adventures for the day. There was a specific spot Mafu had got to know of that had extra 
monster activity, she said. And there they went, doing even a few good deeds by completing a 
hilichurl-related commission. Sadly, it involved no bashing up, but reading out poetry instead. But 
that was all before Mafu started directing her friend in a whole other direction, her hands digging 
into Chery’s back. 


‘Hold on, what’s up with this?’ Chery asked over her shoulder, laughing. 


‘ve had enough of you. I’m pushing you off a cliff’. Mafu’s deadpan tone was enough of a 
certification that Chery was not about to meet immediate demise. Instead, as Mafu indeed careened 
her all the way to a cliff, her focus fell to the solitary table placed almost at the very edge of the 
precipice. And on it, against the backdrop of afternoon sun rays, was a big vase, bursting with 
flowers. 


‘Oh, Mafu’, Chery started, when Mafu shushed her and told her to take a closer look. So she did, 
discovering that amidst the abundance of small, white blossoms were a random assortment of 
flowers of all types and sizes. A purple rose, a calla lily, a sweet flower, a dandelion and a few 
others. 


And as if under a spell, Chery carefully flipped open the tiny cards attached to each of them, and 
in her ears were the voices of those who’d written in them. 


Lots and lots of love and kisses (promised physically, too) from Lisa; an invitation to a drink from 
Sir Kaeya; a lengthy and complicated verse from Fischl; an earnest note of appreciation from Jean. 
And even a very random yet sweet one from Bennett (with a card that was half chargrilled) and 
several more from the Knights she would chat with after their patrol. 


Words of thanks, recollections of a fond memory. Everyone showering her with a single 
unanimous wish. 


The messages gradually blurred in her vision by the tears pricking her eyes, which was why it 
took her a moment to realize the red rose that was extended to her with an armoured hand. Chery 
was already tackling the owner of it. 


‘A very happy birthday to you, milady’, Noelle sang before dropping her red rose into the vase 
(which earned a noise of complaint from Mafu for messing up her flower arrangement). “And look 
over there! We’ve got some treats ready, too’. 


Chery was a mess of laughs and tears, spouting out so many thanks that she knew could never 
make up for these wonderful gifts. 


Mafu interjected with a click of her tongue. ‘Actually, it wasn’t totally our idea-’ 


‘Chery! Like so many times before, Chery already knew what she was in for as she was ploughed 
all the way to the ground by the Spark Knight. Up came the bobbing cowlick and sunshine-grin. 
‘Happy birthday! Do you like our presents? Do you like it, do you like it?’ 


‘Oh, Klee, I love it’. She positively squashed the little girl, who was in an endless bout of giggles. 
And as Chery started getting herself back up, 


‘Here, take my hand’. 


‘Thanks-’ Chery reached out her hand mechanically, before recognizing that familiar voice, 
echoing the very same words from the first day they’d met. She was already pulled to her feet, face 
to face with him, and her hand still in his. 


That strange effect of nothing else but your eyes sinking in, even as Albedo tucked a pure white 
cecelia behind her right ear. He smiled. 


‘Happy birthday’. 


Chery lost all control as she threw her arms around him, realising only now, how much she had 
really missed him. How much she had missed her friend. 


‘Albedo! Why did you make her cry?’ Klee exclaimed, and Chery drew back with a hiccupping 
laugh. The two of them probably would have stayed like that if it weren’t for the reminder hitting 
Chery upside the head of her other companions. 


But it was only the three of them, the table and a picnic blanket on that cliff. Chery thought she 
spotted a few treats missing off the blanket, too, from when she first saw it. They neared the edge 
only to spot Mafu and Noelle making a smooth getaway by gliding down the cliff to the beach 
below, a fat parcel clasped in Mafu’s hand. A cheerful ‘So long!’ was carried up by the winds as 
they stared at the two girls wave, then disappear in the distance. 


Chery could tell from Albedo’s dumbfounded expression too, that he had not expected the two of 
them to desert their little party. 


But her world was soon occupied by little Klee pulling the two of them to the blanket on the grass 
and the sweet treats and tea spread on it. And following that of course, was a session of celebratory 
fish-bombing which would hopefully go undetected by the Acting Grandmaster. Just fun and 
laughs... and a whole lot of fish and the best feeling in the world. 


Though she could not believe the perfection of those precious moments before fast-coming 
nightfall... Chery was eager to keep them grasped tightly in her hands for as long as she possibly 
could. 


It was another night Papa was running late- though based on the day’s turn of events, she wouldn’t 
have been surprised if he’d been shooed away from the house for a while by Mafu. Back at home, 
she placed the vase on the dining table. The cecelia in her hair, too, she thought of adding to the 
rest of the flowers, before thinking the better of it. 


‘So... you came up with all this?’ she asked the boy placing the picnic basket next to the vase. He 
was stripped of both coat and gloves by the eagerly-serving Rosie and Maria. Suspicious. 


‘Oh no. Noelle helped with the vase and the snacks’, he replied. In the background was Klee’s 
elated announcement that she was going to seek out the big, comfy chair in Chery’s house that sat 
before a fireplace. 


Technically, the idea had sprouted from Klee. Following his afternoon with Mafu, Albedo had 
returned home, stumped. And seeing the innocent and oblivious Klee, he’d said, without much 


thought of consequence, 


‘Klee, imagine like in your fairy tales, there was a prince and a princess’. The child’s pointy ears 
perked up at the mention of fairy tales, and she planted herself before him. ‘Now, let’s say this 
prince was... a bit mean to her’. 


Then, Klee made a face similar to when she’d see one of the Mondstadt crabs she detested. ‘What 
a stupid prince!’ 


That felt like an arrow going through Albedo’s head. 


‘No one should be mean to no one! Just like Mom said’, Klee went on, nodding with childish 
pride. 


He ruffled her hair with a chuckle, voicing his assent. ‘So, what do you think he should do to say 
he was sorry?’ 


Klee thought for a moment. ‘Ooh! How about giving a present? It wasn’t a princess story, but 
Chery read me one of her favourite stories one day for bedtime, where a wizard gives this girl he 
likes a whooole valley of pretty flowers!’ 


Flowers? Well, it would be her birthday in a few days, too. So then on, Albedo and Noelle went 
around the Knights, requesting a flower and a message from all those who were most familiar to 
her. And he thought he knew just what to do with them. 


Everyone certainly was surprised to see the reclusive chief alchemist out and about, socialising 
more than usual. And voluntarily going to meet the chatty Fischl and Sir Kaeya, too. And when he 
came to the librarian, 


Zap! 


Lisa giggled as Albedo still struggled to fully register the mini shock to his forehead. ‘Sorry, 
sweetie. That was just a small something on behalf of my little pet’. He opened his mouth to 
answer, when he smiled with understanding. He supposed he did deserve it. 


Now, he and Chery hunted Klee, who had disappeared down the winding halls of the house, only 
to find her extinguished on the big chair she’d been seeking. It had been a long day, after all. 


The two of them stood awkwardly over at the door. It seemed... an unsaid fact that going home 
immediately was not an option for him. 


‘Maybe- we could go out to the garden?’ Chery suggested. It seemed better than nothing. He was 
asked to go ahead. She had something to see to. 


The few dim lights shining from inside the house weren’t enough to illuminate the garden. It was 
the sliver of moon through winter clouds that cast the faintest silver haze on the flower arches, the 
round table and chairs. 


‘lm back’. She came up to him with her hands behind her back, as if hiding something. Ignoring 
the lawn chairs, she opted for a seat on the low brick wall, beckoning him. “Here you go’. Passed 
from her hands to his was the book of poetry, which he was glad to be in possession of again. It 
was given to her with the promise that he would return, after all. 


Albedo sat facing the house, while Chery swung her legs to the opposite side so that only the 
halves of their faces were visible to each other. And the brief silence that ensued seemed 


unavoidable. That precarious ledge they’d fallen onto- they were both aware of it. 
‘Thank you, for everything’, she said with a small smile. ‘I loved today. So much’. 


‘T’m glad’, he replied. And he meant it. Then, with a glance up at the sky, and a sigh, ‘I... should 
let you know why everything happened the way it did’. 


He’d been waiting for this moment. 


‘IT used to lead a life in all simplicity, desiring only one thing ultimately. ’'d accepted my fate, my 
existence. But then one day, my life changed, and I had to be something more than I’d always 
been’. An older brother. A friend. 


‘And with time, I started wanting something more, too. A lot of things, actually; things I’d 
considered a hindrance to my studies, things I felt that... could never belong to someone like me. 


‘And I think it’s safe to say that I came to realize this after... after you’. 


That’s right. How you crashed into my heavy contemplations of life, time and the universe. Quite 
literally, too, on a late spring day. 


Chery cast a side-long gaze at him as he continued. 


“You made me think of the past I thought I was trapped in, the future I was too afraid to imagine. 
Reminded me that there was one thing I’d always wanted before any meaning of the world’. 


And that thing- he knew he'd still hoped for it in the letter he’d left for master, or rather, in one 
particular sentence. The question he knew he already had an answer to, but asked anyway. 


Master, if you would have me... I could visit you more often. 


Even though there had been no master to greet him upon his arrival. Even though the only trace 
he’d felt of her was in a few words whispered to him while he slumbered on his desk. And in the 
lonely howl of the blizzard he’d stared at as he’d woken up and torn open the door, hoping in vain 
to catch sight of her. 


But the traveller himself had said it: ‘Being lonely is the worst, isn’t it?’ 
So wherever she was, he hoped she’d at least read his words to her, and know he cared. 


‘These emotions I thought I shouldn’t be experiencing, they even made me lose control of 
myself’. Now, he chuckled at the light gasp from the girl beside him. Yes, the sliver of the other 
life within him who had grasped for these beautiful feelings- the chances- Albedo had thrown 
away. 


‘But that was only because I was being obstinate. I was afraid that it would be a betrayal to 
master. After all, among the many things she taught me, one was that the first and foremost thing 
about people like us was that we were alchemists. Not... human. 


And even after, I refused to accept it- accept that if there was one thing that made me similar to all 
else in this world... it is that this heart of mine, which everyone around me handled so carefully, 
needed tenderness from myself first. 


‘So that was when I...’ saying it now, he realised how awful it sounded. How awful it must have 
been for her. ‘I decided to shut out the things that reminded me of those feelings. And one of them 


was you’. 
Chery’s hands loosened from the wall to land on her lap, where they stayed tightly intertwined. 


‘I thought it wouldn’t be so much of an issue. But I didn’t realise until those months I was away, 
when I wasn’t fortunate enough to see you nearly every day, that I’d taken you for granted. I'd 
taken... myself for granted’. 


Inside the circle, and out. And what had it ever done? Protected others? Protected himself? 


‘I had been careless enough to overlook how- like you said- how connected I had become with 
the world. How much I really mean to the same people who mean something to me. So... 
careless’. Now he heard her soft sniffles. She was sensitive, she was strong, and she felt enough for 
others to weep for them. 


She was beautiful. 
‘And now, I don’t know how to ever tell you, and everyone else, that I truly am sorry’. 
The seconds of elapsed silence passed by. 


‘It’s alright’, Chery said, the first she’d uttered since he’d begun. “You made a little 
miscalculation, didn’t you?’ Her eyes were teary, but she still managed to muster a smile up at him. 
‘All you have to do is try and remember it. You don’t have to be too mean on yourself. Okay?’ 


Albedo returned the smile. ‘Okay’. But the curves to her lips melted when he continued, ‘And 
you should not be mean to yourself, either’. 


Chery shifted her focus back to her hands. ‘I know who I am, and that there’s only so much I can 
do’. But like Rosie reciting her simple wishes for the future before a piano without shame, she 
knew she should not regret it- ‘But I don’t think I can ever regret being me’. 


Her breath made smoky puffs in the cool night air. 


‘I... still don’t understand you, though. You’ ve travelled, and you’ll continue to travel around this 
world. You’ve seen so many things, met so many people who are... simply amazing’. The 
bitterness that had stung her for so long as she recalled these; it had now dimmed. 


‘So why me?’ 


Another window of quiet. ‘It’s true, I’ve stood before a myriad of inspiring sights and figures. 
Seen the extraordinary everyone aspires to be’, Albedo said. ‘But why is it that, whenever I travel 
so, I think of you?’ 


Her heart caught up. 


“Why do I wonder how you must be feeling just about now? Whether you would like this view of 
the sunrise, how you’d adore this dessert. How lovely these flowers would look in your hair? And 
above all, I hope the next time I find myself in these places... it’1l be with you? 


“You say there is only so much you can do- but don’t you think there is something special in that 
already? 


“You’re quick to devalue yourself. You’re fearless in your pursuit for happiness, and yet the 
gentlest as you search for it for the people dearest to you. The way you tune your heart to sing a 


little better with theirs... I think you saw today just how much it means to those around you. And 
sometimes, all you need to do is to take a step back to realize how much you’ve grown’. 


The tears... they trickled down her cheeks. 


‘The world is full of many a rare treasure, but it took me some time to see that the greatest 
treasure I’ve found... is right here’. She was always mopping everyone else’s tears. So now, he 
would do it for her. With a small smile, he brought up his hand to her face, gently. So gently, with 
the softest caress of her name. 


‘Chery. I’m sorry that I ever made you feel otherwise. And I'll say it now: I want to be selfish. 
Even in this future that may be anything but certain for me, there is nothing I’d rather do than give 
you even more of this happiness that you give me’. 


The feel of his bare hand brushing against her cheek. The words she’d thought she did not 
deserve. She wanted to close her eyes to it. Keep this moment locked forever in time. She still 
hadn’t responded with a single word, though, and did not for quite some time, until he said, 


‘Then I won’t trouble you any longer. I should get Klee home, too’. 


His heart raced for an answer, but she only nodded, remaining quiet as they made their way back 
into the house, and the maids went to fetch his things. He had said all he had. And if time was what 
she needed for either side of the question... he would accept it. 


Down the moonlight-dappled halls until they reached the door to the room Klee rested in. He 
reached for the handle, when she, voice low, called his name. 


‘Hm?’ 


A tentative hand at his shoulder, the light raise of her heels. It was brief, that feather-light peck on 
the lips. But once it was over, Albedo short-circuited, staring at absolute nothingness. And Chery- 
her brain was a melting mess. 


AAAAA did I do it right is that how you kiss a person why isn’t he saying anything please say 
something I want to crawl back out and- 


All her panic fell away and was replaced by the beautiful feeling of a butterfly fluttering in her 
chest as his forehead thumped softly against hers. He was smiling, she could tell; lips quivering 
ever so slightly, just like hers. 


‘Thank you’, he said, a teardrop falling to the floor. So she shut her eyes now, even as their hands 
found each other, and interlocked. Don’t let go. 


So this was what it was like, that lovely, lovely thing everyone said existed: Jove. But she didn’t 
search for a particular word at the time. She only knew the feeling of him- you, finally, finally 
before me, with me, melting everything away in this single, solitary moment they shared. 


Together. 
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Chapter End Notes 
aiaiai that's that AND HAVE THIS CELEBRATORY ARTWORK I'm not the 


happiest with the angles just yet BUT I'm so happy I could make them soft sobs so 
much. Hope you guys like it 'cuz I nearly lost my mind with Albedo's hair but THEM 


! 
Edit: I forgot the damn scar again gahhh 


there's actually just ONE more chapter which is an epilogue. I'll be posting it within 
this week or by Sunday so as to finish things off before the next update. But we got 
this far finally yayyy 
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After 


‘ Wow! It looks so good!’ Chery exclaimed, her eyes positively sparkling as she stared at the 
Special Seasonal Cheesecake sitting in between the two of them on the café table. 


As usual, Albedo thought, resting his cheek on the back of his palm with a fond smile. But as she 
rose her folk, ready to dig in, 


‘Wait’. She glanced up to see his hand extended to her. ‘May I have your fork for a moment?’ 


Eh? Maybe he was just being picky about his forks. Anyhow, she complied, and he broke off a 
piece of the cake they were supposed to share- 


‘Um, say aaah’. 


The two of them stared at each other for a while as he had the utensil directed at her. His cheeks 
were a little pink. 


‘Oh, right!’ Chery hastily said before he was discouraged. Right. They were... a couple now. 
And this was one of those mushy couple things. It all still sounded so bizarre to her- not that she 
was complaining. 


So as she obliged, gingerly accepting the forkful of cheesecake, Albedo’s mind, as opposed to his 
ever-calm demeanour, was in bursts of fireworks at just how adorable she could be. 


She munched on the cake, before erupting into a spring of satisfaction. ‘It is good!’ 


He smiled, setting down the fork, when she snatched up his. “Y- your turn’. Though her eyes 
didn’t quite meet his, she played the routine with determination, holding out the fork to him with 
the essential ‘Say aaah’. 


It was totally worth it. Chery considered it a critical hit to her heart as he, albeit a tad shy, did the 
same as she had, eyes shut- 


“Well, you two seem to be enjoying yourselves’. 


The fork went for a somersault in the air, and as Chery caught it again, both of them whipped to 
the left with a ‘Sir Kaeya!’ 


As expected, the Cavalry Captain had his signature smirk plastered on- perhaps even a bit wider 
than usual- as he stood a few feet away from their table. “Oh, no. Don’t mind me, I was just 
passing by’. 


Damn you to the abodes of the abyss, Kaeya, Chery mumbled inwardly. She’d been just that close 
with the forkful of cheesecake to Albedo. 


And when he left, the two of them sat in awkward silence. So it seemed that now, Kaeya knew 


about them too. It had only been a week, anyway, since her birthday. 


Maria had been the first, having happily retrieved the alchemist’s gloves and coat only to walk 
smack-dab into their little moment in the hallway. And it hadn’t been far off from Rosie’s ears as 
the two chattered after he left with a slumbering Klee in his arms. Chery had thought it better to 
keep herself on mute amidst the high-pitched giggles and warm congratulations from the maids. 


Matfu, on the other hand, had collapsed on the sofa with a groaned ‘Finally!’ She said the first 
thing she'd do when she got her hands on one was open a Champaign bottle for herself. Lisa, too, 
had had a similar reaction as Chery had simply sat down at her desk in the library the next day. 
How this talented Witch of Purple Rose came to know of these things, amongst others, Chery 
could never fathom. Or maybe it was just the brighter-than-usual smile Chery wore that gave her 
away. 


And then there was Mona, claiming with pride: ‘I foresaw this pair!’ 


Even in the days that followed, everything felt... so unbelievably light. Although she seriously 
had to stop malfunctioning after each peck casually placed on her lips whenever he left the lab for 
an expedition. Well, at least they were made up for by the warmer welcomes he’d receive when he 
was back, with her arms thrown around him in addition to the cheerful greeting. 


However, his fellow alchemists observed one day how their mentor appeared visibly gloomy 
when she’d forgotten the customary hug. 


Now, on the final traces of dry grass before the onset of winter would blanket the land in snow, 
Chery knelt with a novel in hand, though she was doing more humming of that piano tune of 
moonlight than reading. Albedo sat cross-legged before her, sketching on his notepad. It wasn’t 
any different from the months before; not a word was needed to pass this time pleasantly together. 


At one point, she began to ask whether he’d like to return to the city now. 


But she watched, her question halted mid-way, as he turned over and collapsed so that his head 
landed square on her lap. She thought she heard her brain cells scream. 


‘How about we stay... a little while longer?’ he asked. “I hope you don’t mind’. His teal eyes, 
now ever so light as they caught the faint rays of the sun, titled up to focus on her. She frantically 
whipped her head from side to side. He smiled, before his eyes, a little drowsy, fluttered shut. 


And her hands seemed to work involuntarily, brushing away his bangs, running themselves gently 
through the ruffles of blond, even softer than a cat’s fur. 


Now this, was joy. 


Albedo, in the meantime... his mind was clear, just as it was in any moment of peace he came by. 
Peace- consisting of this moment where he was with her; the feel of her touch and the lingering 
memory of the low hum of a moonlight song. 


A song that made her feel like she was in a dream. And now, being here, he felt it, too. And if that 
was the case, he wasn’t sure who he was addressing as he thought, 


Please. Don’t let it end. 


Like this time now, were others. A late night in the workshop, on the floor with his back against 
his desk and her head resting on his shoulder; outings with Klee to buy new things for the house 
for the coming new year; the catastrophe at the lab doorway after their birthday surprise to Sucrose 


(who had had a boiling concoction in hand) ... surprised her a bit too much. And even his everyday 
research. 


How was everything... so calm? 


It had worried him, once. The quick breeze that briefly blew out the flame which he’d once 
thought was his only purpose: to question. But what he wanted most now, was for this new feeling 
to last. Even as those crimson eyes of a vengeful creature still watched, standing by, waiting for the 
chance he had never been given. 


The creature he’d called the dragon for the longest time, and would continue to do so for lack of a 
proper name. But it was something else entirely. That much was made clear from the notes master 
had last left him with her letter- a journal recording her findings with her precious subject. Her 
collection of secrets. His childhood. 


And now, he thought he understood. The wish that had once shamed the alchemist- a most simple 
wish for life and all the joys it brought- it had been not only his. 


‘And maybe in those last moments when winter goes away, it’s happy to have felt the warmth 
everyone else enjoying its season has’. 


The Chalk Prince and the Dragon. These were the feelings they shared. 


I’m sorry. His first real words to this other being who had been forged of the same hands. Another 
someone whose call for “mother” had not been answered. I cannot allow you to take the lead, nor 
can I atone for her actions. 


Or sins as some may call it. 
But Ill try living for the both of us. 


And though they both knew they cannot remain so forever, the lifeless red eyes... they shut for 
now. 


The satisfying crunch of snow under boots; squeals and laughs over snowball fights erupting in 
neighbourhood cul-de-sacs; mugs of hot chocolate passed from hand to hand. Yes, New Year’s Eve 
would be here in a few days. 


Stepping out of Headquarters, Albedo looked out at the winter wonderland of Mondstadt. He’d in 
fact had to go back in to change shirts after a snowball knocked over the hot cocoa in his hands. It 
was fine. Human beings were prone to accidents, after all. 


All the people he knew were probably down on the streets or in the Plaza. He would join them. 
‘Hey’. 
He turned to the familiar voice with a smile of recognition. ‘Aether. You’re finally back’. 


The traveller chuckled, digging his hands into the pockets of his winter coat. Paimon the fairy 
was not with him. She’d been attracted like a moth to light to the warm meals the Good Hunter was 
offering, he explained. 


‘Just a few things I had to deal with- what the heck?’ Albedo blinked as he approached him with 


the funniest expression. “No fair! You’re as tall as me now- and wipe that smirk off your face’. 


So they chatted for a while, about fighting thundering gods and plotting with cunning foxes and 
fireworks amongst other things, in the land of eternity. Aether had come over to see everyone 
again. He’d already run into Jean and the rest. He would probably be heading back to Inazuma 
soon, looking for more signs to continue his journey. But who knew? There was a high chance he 
would be back for Windblume. That was good to hear. 


Below them, Outrider Amber gave a cheery wave to them as she went for a stroll with the Captain 
of the Reconnaissance Company. 


‘Aether, I think I owe you an apology’. 


The traveller’s hand dropped from his wave as his gaze tore away from the duo below and back to 
the alchemist. 


‘I feel that I have been an excellent alchemist to you...’ 


Shutting out the rest of the world, yet still desperate to ease his ache of loneliness. Depending on 
the traveller so much. Basing most of their interactions on the ground that he was the outlander 
when he was in fact so much more. What a terrible mistake Albedo had made. 


*,..But not a very good friend’. 


Aether’s mouth was ajar as he took in his words, before he gave a vigorous shake of his head. 
‘Hey, what are you saying? You’ve been great to me. All of you’. His golden eyes burned with the 
passion of one who had experienced much in the world. ‘Honestly, I’m glad that wherever I go, 
there are people who I feel I can fall back on when things get rough. You know, who make me feel 
like, at least for a while- I’m home’. 


There they were, at the foot of the building: two lonely individuals, who were not so lonely after 
all. Two people who had taken their own time to realise it. 


‘And... Pll go ahead and admit it. You seem a little different’, said Aether, followed by an 
amused ‘Oh? How so?’ from his companion. 


“You look like...’ And Aether smiled as he said this, “Like you won’t be taking our offer after 
all’. 


On hearing this, Albedo was quiet for a minute or two, before he took in a deep breath. ‘Forgive 
me for opting for a seemingly irrelevant example... but I feel it will convey my thoughts more 
accurately. 


‘A flower... is beautiful when it blooms. But once it withers- descends into its inevitable 
transience- it will disappoint, maybe even sadden those who once admired it. And yet’, the 
emotion in his blue eyes bordered nostalgia, “Yet it blooms with all the life it can muster. Shows 
the best of itself while it can, with no shame. And anyway, does anyone ever stop admiring a 
flower knowing it will wither?’ 


Aether could swear the corner of his lips curved lightly as he held out a gloveless hand, onto 
which tumbled a minute snowflake. Snow: once holding memories of a lonely life; a teacher- no, a 
family of some sort- who knew her time for redemption was long gone. And now- 


Snow. Holding a myriad of precious moments of scary Acting Grandmasters drawn in the snow 
by a little girl in red; of spilled hot chocolate and painting competitions in the mountains with the 


traveller and the rosy face of one so dear to him and the warmth of a first kiss. These memories... 
were his story. They were him. 


You never really wanted to live for yourself. But now that you’re here... have you found it? 
Yes, he thought it safe to say he had. 


‘Life is a gift- a most hackneyed phrase. But haven’t you wondered if it’s so overused because we 
tend to forget it?’ 


The same big, big words and profound statements. The same face. But Aether knew- man, was he 
different. And he didn’t seem to regret it. 


More laughs sounded from the streets below, followed by faint snippets of nervous 
admonishments. Aether followed his gaze, which set on the librarian’s assistant as she shook her 
head at a girl in wooden clogs and dark hair peppered with blonde. He was smiling. 


‘Go on. What are you still doing here?’ Aether tried for a playful punch in the ribs which ended 
up being more painful than he’d intended. Some final exchanges: thank-yous and promises to see 
everyone again soon. And be safe. 


And the traveller watched as the artist for once was in the picture himself, descending the stairs 
until he reached her- Chery- who was now on her own with her bare hands catching the falling 
snowflakes. Aether could not help the nonplussed Eh? that rattled his brain as Albedo surprised her 
with an arm reaching around her back. He didn’t hear the exchange between them: 


You said you don’t feel cold when you have someone close to you, didn’t you? 
The prompt flush of her face. You... remembered? 


But Aether sure was an earthquake at the swift nip on the cheek she awarded, followed by the 
proper, longer touch of lips. Some things certainly had changed. 


The traveller laughed wryly to himself as his eyes then surveyed the rest of the happy people here 
in the City of Freedom, and drifting wonkily over to him with her small belly full was Paimon, his 
guide and friend. 


Yeah. He had a lot more to do, and a million places to go until he found the person he wanted the 
most watching the snowflakes beside him. And yet, he was glad he’d come here. 


For dinner that cool January night, was fish fritters... blackened fish fritters. Chery knew her 
cooking was as bad as Amber’s, but she tried to relay through her glares to Albedo at the table, that 
she would’ ve aced the dish this time if it wasn’t for him. 


Well, the only part she’d had to play was frying the things, which she had to admit was more 
convenient still with him suddenly slipping his arms around her, his hand directing hers on the 
frying pan handle while he instructed her on the art of gourmet cooking. 


That was, until she, with a laugh, decided to tilt her head back, knocking him square in the jaw so 
that she had to leave the fritters to see if she’d broken it. It had been a while since she’d done 
something of the sort. 


But Klee happily gobbled down the meal. What an angel. It was on her request, after all, that 


Chery was invited to stay the night with them. Her second time, actually. 


The first time... she refused to recall- or rather, could not recall... or at least, most of it. The New 
Year’s Eve Favonius party at the tavern where she’d been challenged by Kaeya to try a drink or 
two, now that she was of age. And then there was the result of a very tipsy Chery who began 
giggling and spouting out in her native Fontaine tongue that she was sure to be hanged if she went 
home like this. So, Albedo had decided to do her a favour by lending his room for the night. 


Oh, how she desired from time to time to bury Sir Kaeya six feet below the ground. 


‘Hey, what’s that thing you say?’ asked Chery now, sinking onto her bed- well, his bed, which 
was hers for the night again. Her hair was in loose chocolate-brown waves around her. Glimpses of 
the scar on her shoulder showed whenever it parted. And Albedo, though he’d once averted his 
gaze from it, had slowly come to accept it. ‘Rather than a sign of... what happened’, she’d once 
said with a reassuring smile after noticing his distress at it, ‘How about consider it a sign that I'll 
always be there to protect you! 


‘Hm? Which one do you mean?’ he replied to her question, fluffing up the pillows to make sure 
none of Klee’s bombs had been left under them. The last thing he wanted was Chery’s head in 
peels. 


‘Something about the universe and the earth... and a dream?’ 


‘Ah’. He nodded knowingly. “The universe is heaven reversed, and the earth is a dream lost to 
time’. 


She snapped her fingers. ‘That’s it! I’ ve been trying to figure out what it means. Something like... 
the earth would have been as amazing as a dream if it wasn’t for time?’ 


‘If you'd like, I could discuss it with you tomorrow. Although it’s a tricky concept to 
comprehend...’ 


‘Oh yeah?’ She placed an elbow on one of her crossed knees, her chin against her palm. And that 
devious spark in her emerald eyes. “Try me’. 


Ah. That... weird... feeling again. The same odd sensation from New Year’s Eve when she- 
intoxicated as she was- had uttered some... questionable things while waiting for him to finish 
things up in the lab. The kind of things that had sent Noelle- who'd initially volunteered to escort 
her lady- tripping over her heels in her haste to leave the two of them alone. Of course, Chery had 
been an absolute mess apologising to her for her trouble the next day- despite her vague memories 
of the night. 


And presently, Albedo cleared his throat, thinking it best to make a swift exit before she noticed 
his fluster. He made another inquiry if she was comfortable enough, before bidding her good night. 


‘Night’, she beamed, and he flipped off the light switch- 


Cue the frantic Eek! that ensued the sudden pitch-black that flooded the room. He couldn’t help 
but smile to himself as, in seconds, he felt panicked hands wrap around him, as well as her face 
buried in the back of his shirt. 


“You moron’, came her muffled voice. “You didn’t say it would be this dark’. 


Moron. It certainly was always a refreshing contrast to the constant genius he’d receive. He 
apologised- usually, the street lights would be on, but were now off this late at night. 


‘Don’t worry’. The berserk beating of her heart slowed at his soothing voice, more so as he gently 
pried her hands away to clasp one in his. She could make out the silhouette of his light hair as she, 
like a child, was led back to bed. He switched on the bedside lamp. 


“You can keep this on for the night’. 


She felt much safer back in bed with her legs folded together before her. Albedo took a seat next 
to her. “You don’t require me to read you a bedtime story, do you?’ 


‘Don’t treat me like a kid’. Even in the dim yellow glow of the lamp, she looked quite young as 
she took that petulant look, lips curving stubbornly down. He chuckled, before leaning in to kiss 
her on the head. Flowers and butterflies and the wonderful sensation that everything was alright. 
To her, that was what it always felt like. 


He was mildly surprised as Chery softly crashed into him. He hadn’t realised his shoulders had 
been tense- a most natural phenomenon- but they now melted as he nuzzled her hair. She smelled 
like honey and apples. 


Just... having you close in my arms and knowing that you are in my arms. An oddly nostalgic 
feeling that created a dozen bursts of emotion so subtle and yet so intense. 


She felt it. 
He felt it. 


And maybe... now was the time to say it? Was it too soon? Maybe, maybe not. But there was no 
knowing until... 


‘Hey. I-’ 

‘Chery, I-’ 

Slam! 

‘On second thoughts, I want to sleep next to you today, Chery!’ 


They quickly disentangled to stare at Klee at the door, dragging a plushie in one hand. She 
blinked at them, clearly unfazed by the dark even at such a young age. 


‘Hey, no fair! You’re having a sleep-over without Klee!’ 


With a laugh, they mumbled ‘Sorry, Klee’ as the Spark Knight wedged herself in between them. 


° 


‘I hope there’s enough space for us. Klee looks a little bigger in this bed than she remembered... 
she said with genuine concern painting her small face. 


‘Don’t worry, Klee. If we run out of space, all we have to do is toss Albedo off’, Chery said with 
a bright beam while he shot her his customary unamused look over Klee’s head. 


Now, with the lights turned off- Chery felt much better with company- Klee had already dozed off 
in between them, her mouth hanging wide open. Chery, too, appeared to have drifted off to sleep, 
her dark locks curling on the white pillows. She lay facing him, her hand resting on the bed cover. 
And Albedo? 


He let his eyes stay open a little while longer, taking in the sight of the two people before him. 
They, whose smiles he wanted always, always, to protect. 


The universe is heaven reversed. 

But who needed heaven when your universe was right before you? 
And the earth, a dream lost to time. 

And what power has time in this dream you two have given me? 


As softly as he could, he reached his hand over the sheet to meet Chery’s. Ah. Her eyelids 
fluttered open, and she glanced down to where their hands met. And slowly, knowing there was no 
rush at all, came fingertips to fingertips. Palm to palm, threading through until they closed around 
each other. So warm. 


And looking back at each other over the little girl around whom their interlocked hands sat almost 
protectively- 


Eyes like jewels, of a green as lovely as the wind-blessed plains of this city. He hoped they’d 
never lose their spark, brighter than starlight. 


Calm and deep and wondrous, of a blue lighter than the morning skies that held the peace and 
freedom he didn’t know he’d been looking for. Those eyes, she hoped they’d never look lost 
again. 


The boy in white and the girl in the dancer’s shoes. 


Chery knew there was much they didn’t know yet... and so much that could happen. But 
whatever time they had... she knew they were both glad that this moment now, and the next to 
come, was beside each other. Beside you. 


Thank you for ever being in my life. Thank you, for existing. 


When parents told their children of “the meaning of this world’, they would mean living a happy 
life, wouldn't they? Albedo had thought of this several times in the past. And now, as he found in 
her smile, and she in his before they fell asleep, that those three little words gone unspoken before 
already had a voice of their own, they knew. 


They would be alright. 


Chapter End Notes 


:) 


Thank you so, so much to all you readers. I'm so happy that you guys stuck around and 
I hope you enjoyed this fic. I also hope you came to like Chery and her story, too. You 
guys honestly gave me a lot more courage to post oc content 

I'm immensely thankful for all the kudos and comments... anddd for putting up with 
my on and off notes. I realized that I sounded increasingly deranged each time ehe 


I hope you found my take on Albedo's story, interesting, at least. It's not qUITE done 
however, since I am hoping for a follow up... soon. It might not be as long as this, but 
it's sure to feature more backstory and Rhinedottir hcs, KOF shenanigans, and of 
course, our skrunkly buddy susbedo. Oh, I've also had a little au story in mind with the 


Liyue bunch. 
BUT I can't promise you when any of that will be since I'm going to be PRETTY 
packed in the months to come, but hey, maybe we'll get more Albedo story crumbs in 


the meantime ! 


So thanks again, and so long, folks! That's all for now. And happy 2nd anniversary! :D 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


